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HELL YEAH, MY friend!” Penny’s voice danced over her words, and I had to hold my cell phone away from my ear. “Happy damn birthday, Brielle. Are you going to let me take you out to celebrate this year?”
I cleared my throat and lowered my voice. “No, Victor is taking me out.” He and Penny didn’t exactly see eye to eye. Okay, Victor really
didn’t like her, but I would never tell her that.
“When are you going to dump that asshat anyway? He sucks. And not in the way a man should, unless things have changed in that department?”
I smiled and shook my head, though she couldn’t see me. “Sex isn’t everything, and I’m not going to dump him. He’s a good guy, you know that; he’s way better than those losers we dated in college.”
“Whatever. He hates me almost as much as your parents do.” She grumbled and then in the background I heard a pan hit the floor with a clang.
“He doesn’t hate you.” I ignored the noises of what I knew would be her morbidly bad attempt at cooking. “And they aren’t my parents. Frank is the man my mother married.” I didn’t even try to keep the bitterness out of my voice, not with Penny.
“Sorry. Manner of speaking. Anyway, ditch the stiff—I’ll even make you dinner.” There was another clatter of pots to punctuate her words.
I sat on the edge of the bed, the taupe material stiff under my fingers as I ran my hand over it. “Ahh, no. I’ve eaten your cooking before. I would rather not get food poisoning on my birthday, thank you very much.”
“Oh ye of little faith. I’d order out and tell you I’d cooked it.”
I laughed, flinging my body back on the bed. Yeah, that was Penny through and through.
“Baby, are you ready? We’re going to be late for dinner.” Victor called from the hallway, not even bothering to open the door.
“Crap, I’ve got to go, Penny. I’ll take a rain check on the dinner. And maybe I should cook.”
“You’ve got a deal. And if that douche makes you pay for your own dinner again I’m going to personally kick his ass.”
The smile slipped from my face. “Deal.”
I pressed the end button and stood, facing the mirror. I smoothed the red satin dress down my body, then rolled the gold and silver ring on my left thumb three times. I’d splurged on the dress, making it my first purchase on my credit card, and even though I knew it would take me a couple of pay checks to pay it off, I didn’t care. The dress was perfect, a strapless number that hugged my upper body and flared over my hips, swirling down to just above my knees. Finding a dress that looked good on my body was a plus with so many clothes designed for women with no hips.
I leaned closer to the mirror to make sure my make-up was still intact. I grabbed a handful of my long blonde hair and held it up, then changed my mind, and let it fall to brush against my bare shoulders. After adding a touch of blue eyeliner to bring out the deeper blue of my eyes, I headed out of the bedroom.
Victor waited for me in the kitchen. Blond hair the color of pale wheat, trim body and good looking to boot, Vic was one of those men who had it all together. An accountant, he had a well-paying, steady job, and his family was extremely supportive of him. He’d gone to college right out of high school, and was rapidly working his way up the ranks in a large accounting firm. He was only a few inches taller than me—just enough so I could still wear heels next to him when we went out. With all that he had going for him, I was lucky to have him as my boyfriend. He was a good man.
“Baby, you have outdone yourself tonight. You look fantastic. Give me a twirl.” His dark brown eyes lit up as he wiggled one finger in a circle, and I obliged, spinning around once, the red dress swirling out around my legs.
“You are a stunning gal. How did I get so lucky?” His arms circled around me and I smiled up at him. My heart didn’t thump wildly, my panties didn’t get all tied up in knots. But I was happy. Victor loved me. He was good to me.
I smiled up at him, wondering if I was ever going to feel the jitters Penny talked about with each of her beaus. There wasn’t anything wrong with Victor; hell, there was nothing I could point at that would have turned me off from dating him, or for not staying with him as long as I had; almost two years now. The issue was far simpler than that. There was no passion of the Harlequin kind between us, but I’d known going in that that was okay. He was far from perfect, but I would say, being modest, that he was close to 65% right for me. Better than what I’d ever thought was possible, especially after my first few experiences with men. Cheats, liars, users. Everything my nana had ever warned me about. I’d ignored the advice she’d given to me, and gotten burned in the process.
Badly.
After my last failed relationship, I’d met Victor and realized I’d hit the veritable jackpot.
Nana had been my rock growing up. My father had died right after my sixteenth birthday, and my mother had remarried a man who wanted nothing to do with children. Certainly nothing to do with me, except to spend the money my father had left for me. If it hadn’t been for Nana, I’m not sure where I’d have ended up. Nana would have loved Victor, she would have approved. He was a good man—no, he wasn’t perfect, but a good man, solid through and through.
What more could I ask for?
“Who said luck had anything to do with it? Just make sure to take me out for dinner now and again. A good meal is always welcome.” I went up on my tiptoes and kissed him on the cheek. Nope, still no panty twisting. What was wrong with me? How could I not be crazy about Victor, knowing what I knew about men?
He chuckled. “So as long as I take you out from time to time, you’ll stick around?”
I gave him a wink, and twisted my thumb ring. “Pretty much.”
Laughing, we headed out of the mid-sized apartment we’d rented together six months ago. Middle of the road, we had planned on painting it, adding some color. But the painting party had yet to happen—all of my friends had drifted away except for Penny (who I really did think Victor hated) and Victor was too busy—so we’d left the walls as they were. Beige.
The restaurant Victor had decided on was one of the best in Lexington. Maybe even the best in Kentucky, depending on whom you asked.
“Vic, this is too much,” I said as we pulled into the restaurant parking lot. Sure, it was my birthday, but we had a standing agreement that we always paid for ourselves when we went out. I didn’t have the money for a restaurant like this. He knew that.
“No way. We’re celebrating tonight, so this is my treat. It’s not only your birthday. I got the partnership in the firm.” He grinned over at me, holding his arms out wide.
I gave him the appropriate girlfriend response. With a squeal, I threw my arms around his neck and kissed him soundly. “I’m so happy for you. That’s what you’ve been working for. I’m proud of you, Vic. Really, that’s great.”

Dinner was good. Even though Victor was paying, I was reluctant to order anything fancy. Not that he couldn’t afford it, but Vic had made it very clear when we moved in that we weren’t to take advantage of each other when it came to stuff like this. So I stuck with an appetizer, nothing too fancy.
“You want dessert, Baby?” Victor leaned across, capturing both my hands with his.
“No, I think I’ll pass.”
“I think you should at least try some of the mousse. It’s famous here, you know.”
I stifled the urge to tell him if he wanted it, to get it himself. This was a classic Victor move; he wanted dessert, but didn’t want to be seen ordering it for some reason. Maybe he was worried people would think he was being piggy, or maybe he really didn’t want the dessert until he saw me eating it. Either way, he’d badger me until I would order it, I would take one bite and he would finish it off. Irritating as hell, but really only a small quirk, especially from such a good man.
It didn’t normally bother me so much, but tonight it just felt obnoxious. Mentally, I took 2% off the top of Victor’s scorecard right there. Maybe even 5%. Tonight, he was dropping closer to the 60% mark. I reminded myself that, at best, my previous relationships had been 40% right for me, a long way away from where Victor stood on the podium in my mind.
Without waiting for me, Victor waved at our waiter, who was at my side with a small dish of mousse. A dollop of whip cream on top of the mousse was topped off with a shimmering sparkly that was most definitely not edible.
“Victor … .” I stared at the ring, shock filtering through me. I could feel the blood draining from my face. This wasn’t for real. It couldn’t be. We hadn’t even talked about marriage yet. Was he serious, or was he just feeling good about the promotion and so, was making an impulsive move? I slowly lifted my eyes to his.
He slid his chair back and went to one knee, taking my hand in his. My palms were clammy, but his were warm and dry. Victor stared up at me, his gaze full of confidence that I would say yes. The restaurant went quiet with a hushed expectation, broken only by a sniffle here and there.
“I love you, Baby. We’re so good together. You understand me and my work, and I can’t imagine spending my life with anyone else. Will you marry me?”
But … was this it? Victor and me, forever and ever? Did it matter that I felt nothing more than friendship for him?
Summoning a smile that clung to my lips like a dying man clings to his last breaths of life, I answered him, knowing Nana was smiling down on me. Knowing she would be happy that I’d done the right thing in order to stay safe and keep my life going in the direction she would have wanted.
I leaned forward and pressed my lips to his, then pulled back just enough to look him in the eye.
“Yes, I will.”
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DR. WINSTON, SANDY and Ron would like to talk to you about Brandy Wine’s treatments.” I pointed at the clients standing at the far end of the small barn peering into their horse’s stall. They were long standing clients with Dr. Winston’s veterinary practice so they were used to him.
I was still getting used to him. Even after working with him for over a year, I couldn’t call him anything but Dr. Winston. Not that I ever heard anyone else he worked with call him by his first name. To be honest, I wasn’t even sure I knew what his first name was.
“What the hell,” Dr. Winston grumbled. “They can’t damn well read? I gave them instructions, two whole sheets of them.” He slammed the door of his truck shut and stomped down the alleyway, muttering the whole way.
I worked with him four days a week as his personal vet tech/assistant, and in the last year I’d learned a lot from him. He should have retired years ago, according to his only other employee—his receptionist, Darlene, who’d worked for him close to twenty years— and the other local veterinarians. He had some serious quirks, but he was an excellent veterinarian and I’d learned more than enough to make it worth my while to put up with him. Even though half the time I wasn’t sure if he was being serious or not. And all the clients seemed to tolerate his muttering, insults and swearing. Well, not all of them, but most.
I packed the rest of the equipment into the truck and slid into the passenger seat. The schedule for the day was packed, as always. We still had four more appointments, but as I skimmed the book, it was the final appointment of the day that caught my eye. Last on the list happened to be the worst client Dr. Winston had. At least, in my opinion.
I couldn’t stop the groan that slipped out of me, and Dr. Winston caught me as he jerked the door open on his side of the truck.
“What the hell are you moping about now, girl? Auntie Flow making her monthly visit?” He raised an eyebrow at me.
I bit the inside of my cheek to keep from laughing. Only Dr. Winston would say that. “No, I was just looking at the schedule and I saw who the last appointment is.”
He grunted and snatched the appointment book away from me. “Yeah, they’re bastards, but they’re rich bastards and they take damn good care of their horses. That’s the only thing that matters. Besides, we’ve got a number of stops before we get there.”
I rolled my eyes, making sure to turn my head so he didn’t see me. “I suppose.”
“No supposing. They pay their bills; take care of their horses. That’s all that matters. End of story. You don’t always have to like who you work for.” Dr. Winston slammed the schedule back onto the middle console and started up the truck.
The rest of the day went well, smaller farms in the area for the most part. Then it was off to the Upshaw’s barn, the appointment I’d been dreading since I’d seen it in the book earlier that day.
To be fair, the Upshaw’s had more than just a barn. They had a full-on racing facility. The property was made up of three forty-stall barns, plus a breeding barn and foaling barn, a full-size race track, indoor arena and over a hundred acres of lush blue grass that in a month would be waving at us in the wind as we drove down the long driveway. The barns were all pristine white, trimmed in a brilliant red that looked like it had been painted that morning it was so clean. People bustled about the farm, cleaning stalls, walking horses out, mending tack and equipment. A farm this size was rarely quiet.
Mr. Upshaw wasn’t waiting for us, which was unusual. Neither was the head trainer, Jacob. Jacob was much preferable over Mr. Upshaw, whose snide comments and upturned nose always left me feeling judged and found wanting. Instead of either of those men, a petite brunette about my age stood at the edge of the barn, waving. I assumed she waved at Dr. Winston since the closer we got, the more animated she became. She was very pretty, perky and by the way she danced about, extremely excitable.
“Ah, shit.” He grumbled. “That’s Fiona. Damn, she’s going to make this difficult.”
I raised an eyebrow at him. “An old flame?”
He barked a laugh, his belly shaking all of two times before he clamped down on it. “Bah, I suppose she ran out of money again. Which means we’ll be dealing with her a lot. So play nice.” Cranking the steering wheel, he backed into the barn, Fiona hopping from one foot to the other with obvious glee.
I snorted softly to myself and glanced at him out the corner of my eye, taking in his tightly clenched jaw. Playing nice wouldn’t be an issue for me; it was him I was worried about. As one of the ‘big’ barns, keeping the Upshaws happy, even though I hated it, was important.
“She seems happy,” I noted, my eyes widening involuntarily as Fiona did some sort of cheerleader hop, kicking her heels back at the same time as she leapt in the air. Wow, perky was an understatement.
“She’s a fucking hassle. Too damn jumpy and edgy to help with the horses, but here she is. Probably gave Jacob the day off just so she could look busy and pretend to be actually working. Damn it all to hell and back, wealthy bored clients will end up being the death of me.” He jerked the truck into park, his movements giving his extreme irritation away.
I couldn’t help but smile. “Dr. Winston, I’m sure we’ll find a way to work around her.” Which really meant that I would smooth things over like I always did and everything would be just fine. Though it wasn’t in my job description, scraping the shit off the ceiling after it went through the fan was a specialty of mine.
With a grunt, he swung his door open, banging it into the sidewall of the barn, chipping a chunk out of the red trim with a thud. I cringed while Dr. Winston acted like it hadn’t even happened.
Opening my door, I slid out of the truck, breathing in the scent of hay and horses, a mixture that always soothed me. Made me feel as if I belonged.
“Oh my God!” Fiona’s voice ricocheted through the barn. “Dr. Winston, I’m so happy you’re still working! I had no idea.”
I came around the side of the truck to see Fiona squeezing Dr. Winston in a hug, even going so far as to kiss him on the cheek.
Old flame. I mouthed the words at her back and Dr. Winston shook his head, untangling himself from Fiona, his lips twitching almost as if he would smile. Almost.
“Come on now, Upshaw. Pull yourself together.” He gripped her upper arms and gave her a light shake.
She bounced backward out of his grasp, clapping her hands, her long brunette hair in a high ponytail that danced as if it was its own entity.
“Oh, I just didn’t know if you’d still be alive or not. You aren’t young anymore, Bruce.” She insulted and scolded him all in one sentence, and suddenly the visit to the Upshaw’s was looking much more enjoyable. I grinned openly at her back, knowing Dr. Winston could see me easily. Yes, this might just be a great end to the day after all. He glared at me and I gave him a thumbs up. Yes, looking up indeed.
Fiona bounced along ahead of us, giving a steady stream of chatter about what was going on in the barn. Not once did she address me, or even introduce herself to me. I had the feeling I’d been relegated to the status of ‘the help’. Fine by me, I wasn’t looking to make friends; I was just there to help Dr. Winston and do my job.
Fiona did a twirl so she faced us and was walking backwards. “Now, I’m taking over management here, and I’m living back on the farm and everything. So you’ll be seeing a lot more of me, I mean, you won’t need to see Daddy at all anymore. And the best part is my husband is going back to school to be a Doctor.” She gave Dr. Winston a wink. “But a real doctor, not a vet like you, Bruce.”
I had to hold my breath to stop the gasp that filled my mouth. A glance over at Dr. Winston and I slowly let my breath out, relaxing as I took in the amused expression on his face. He was totally unaffected by her insults. The more she talked, and the more that I stared into the emptiness of her eyes, I realized she didn’t even see that what she was saying was an insult. Fiona was clueless to the extreme.
She clapped her hands together, startling me. “And we’re going to have this new trainer come in, the King of Horses is what they call him, I think it’s because his last name is King something or other. Cute, right? But, he’s got a flu or cold or something though, so he’s had to postpone, said he might not be able to make it at all. But seriously, can you imagine not wanting to come here because of a cold? I mean, really, that is just downright silly … .”
I blocked out the chatter of her voice, seeing her for what she was. A nervous girl, not sure of where she stood in the world. My eyes flicked over her, saw the anxiety in her stance, even the way she smiled. The way her eyes darted around her, uncertainty in every line of her body. She acted like if given the merest chance—at a loud noise or something she didn’t like—she’d bolt. I knew horses like her. They came across as brassy and confident, but it was just on the surface. Underneath, they were terrified of the world around them.
Those kinds of horses could be dangerous, lashing out when you least expected it, catching those around them by surprise with their sudden and devastating behavior. I hoped I was wrong and that Fiona didn’t prove to be as bad as I was pegging her.
The first horse we pulled out was an older bay mare Dr. Winston was checking to see if she was in foal. Each foal could be worth hundreds of thousands of dollars, depending on their bloodlines and talent, so the mares were prized in the big racing barns as much as the stallions.
Fiona had disappeared, chasing after one of the grooms, which suited me just fine. I went and pulled the sometimes high-strung mare from her stall, being careful to move slow and keep my voice even.
“Hey darling.” I whispered, stroking the mare’s forehead, rubbing her between her eyes and down the big white blaze to the tip of her muzzle. Her eyes closed and she leaned into my fingers, silently asking for a scratch, her breath blowing out in a huge sigh.
“Oh, here, I’ll hold her.” Fiona jumped, yes jumped, to my side seemingly out of nowhere, and yanked the rope out of my hands. “She knows me. I’m her favorite.”
The mare’s eyes flew open and she snorted, blowing chunks of partially chewed hay and oats all over Fiona’s shirt. The girl squealed, flapping her hands and shaking the rope, which only sent the mare scrambling backward. “See, she loves me.”
I took a step back, feeling bad for the mare, and feeling worse for Dr. Winston. The Upshaws didn’t trust things like ultrasound machines, so he had to do the preg test the old fashioned way.
Arm in, all the way up to the elbow. This was about to get dangerous, for everyone involved.
With the mare now agitated by Fiona’s high energy and jerking on the rope, Dr. Winston stood at the mare’s hip, trying to calm her down. She lashed her tail back and forth, her hooves striking the concrete floor as she pranced.
Dr. Winston took his time, speaking softly to the mare until he was able to get in position.
I stood beside him, ready to hand him anything he needed, or to help pull him out of harm’s way.
Giggling, Fiona jerked the rope up, sending the mare backward again, pressing Dr. Winston into the wall via the mare’s large rump. She didn’t apologize though. “My phone is on vibrate, oh my God, it totally needs to be in my front pocket.”
Usually a preg test didn’t take this long, but Dr. Winston getting dragged around by his arm wasn’t helping. The danger increased with each second that passed, as did his temper.
“Hold the god-damned horse still,” he said, the words harsh; the tone anything but. He knew better than anyone that it was all about the tone.
“Your help got her all riled up,” Fiona said, looking at me apologetically and shrugging. I didn’t say anything, bit my tongue. There was nothing to be done for spoiled, stupid clients. Nothing at all but ignore them and, in Dr. Winston’s own words, “charge the shit out of them.”
Finally, Dr. Winston gave a nod. “She’s pregnant.”
But after that mare, things went downhill. Each horse we worked on was progressively worse, which only seemed to make Fiona higher strung, if that was even possible.
Fiona walked the second to last horse away from us. I leaned over to Dr. Winston. “So, you think this King of Horses she keeps talking about could train her while he’s at it?”
Dr. Winston let out a snorting laugh. “Good god, let’s hope so.”
The last horse of the day was an untrained stud colt—new to the barn—and he was wild. I mean rearing and bucking as Fiona led him down the hallway, his blood red coat shimmering in the light that ghosted through the barn. She squealed and danced in front of the horse, which only egged him on, sending him into orbit again and again.
I’d had enough. This was getting dangerously stupid, and while I knew it would piss her off, I couldn’t stand by any longer. Trying to be soothing, I held out a hand appealing for the colt’s lead rope. “Fiona, I’m sure you’ve got so much going on, why don’t you let me hold this one? You’ve already spent so much time with us, and it looks like maybe he is just too much for you.”
Beside me, Dr. Winston went very still. Maybe I shouldn’t have said anything, but I had no intention of my boss ending up in the hospital because I wasn’t willing to stand up for us.
“What did you say to me?” Her voice climbed with each word, her brown eyes wide with incredulity, the horse dancing around her, snorting and kicking out with his back hooves.
I’d tried being nice, but her tone was the last straw. “I said” —I walked over to her— “to hold the horse properly or let me do it. You are making it worse and this is dangerous enough as it is. We don’t need you adding to it, getting the horses riled up.”
She gasped, put a hand to her chest, letting go of the rope on the stud colt, a rookie move. “I know how to handle horses—”
I reached over and grabbed the trailing rope. “No, you don’t. You’re freaking them out with your gasping and squealing and jumping around. Control yourself.” I stared at her, watched her eyes fill with tears.
Oh, shit.
I hadn’t expected her to burst into tears, worse, they weren’t the silent quiet tears a normal person might indulge in. She let out a wail, her screaming cry snapping the colt into action. Everything happened so fast, a blur of movement that I was only able to piece together later. The colt reared up, snorting with fear, eyes wild as his hooves struck out at us.
His front hoof caught me in the side of the head, a glancing blow, throwing me backward, and again Fiona screamed.
The clatter of hooves on cement, Fiona screaming, Dr. Winston barking orders, and through it all the steady thrumming of my own heart, the scent of horses and hay. Wondering if I was dead. Maybe. Then I wouldn’t have to get married. Where the hell had that thought come from?
Darkness. Cool cement. I could just stay here. That would be fine. Yes, stay here forever.
“Come on, open your eyes.” I didn’t recognize that voice. But I liked it, the way it seemed to push everything else away. I groaned, and made an attempt to lift my hand to my head, to touch the spot where a growing heavy pounding was taking place inside my skull.
“No, don’t move. I just want you to open your eyes. I want you to look at me. Can you do that?”
With some effort, I opened my eyes, found myself staring up into a stranger’s face. The man behind the voice.
“Tell me your name.”
From where I lay, flat on my back, all I could do was stare up at him, soak him in. Dark brown hair cut short to his head, with a strong jaw line; his nose looked like it had been broken at least once, giving it a slightly crooked twist, but I liked it. His lips were parted, and concern filled his eyes, eyes such a soft shade of blue they were almost violet. Gorgeous.
He smiled. “You must have hit your head pretty hard. I’ve never been called that before,” he unconsciously rubbed the crook in his nose.
Crap, had I said that out loud? I moved, shifting my weight to one side, as if to get up, wanting to be standing, not stretched out on the concrete floor and staring up at this man I didn’t know.
“Until you tell me your name, you’re staying right there.” His hands were on my shoulders, holding me in place. Big, gentle hands that warmed my skin even through my thick work shirt. His forearms were bare, muscular, like he worked out. Much bigger muscles than I would have expected on a … what was he? One of the outriders?
“Come on, you can tell me your name at least, can’t you?” His eyebrows darted upward. Right, he’d asked me that once already, hadn’t he?
“Brielle.”
“Good, that’s a start. My name is Darwin, and I’ll be your paramedic today.” He smiled down at me and I had the urge to reach up and touch his face, see if he was real. No, I was dreaming, I had to be. He placed a folded up pad of gauze next to my left eye, strapping it down with some tape.
“You’re going to need stitches here, not a lot, but this won’t heal on its own, at least not well. Do you remember what happened?” His hands were at my neck and then he slipped a plastic neck brace on with ease that spoke years of practice.
I thought for a moment, tried to put the pieces back together. Blurry and indistinct, I took a guess.
“I think my head was introduced to a horse’s hoof.”
Darwin nodded, his lips quirking to one side, revealing a dimple in his right cheek. “Yes, that’s what I hear.”
Another man came into view, wearing dark pants and a white uniformed top. He had short grey hair and carried a backboard.
“We’re going to strap you on this” —Darwin pointed at the back board— “and take you to the hospital for stitches, and to make sure nothing else is going on beside that cut.”
“No, I’m fine. Really.” I put my hands to the neck brace, my fingers working at the straps. My thoughts were a jumble of confusion, the morning’s appointments blending together with the big blood bay colt that had struck me. Why was I on the floor again?
“Dr. Winston, when did Sandy and Ron get thoroughbreds?”
Dr. Winston crouched beside me. He was looking at me like I was a horse he was worried about, one that he wasn’t sure was going to make it. I’d never seen him look at me like that before and I didn’t like it. “They didn’t, girl. You need to go to the hospital. We’re at the Upshaw’s place and you have a pretty damn good knock to the noggin.”
Darwin took my hands in his and held them tight. “Head injuries are serious and you were out cold for a good ten minutes, maybe more, and while you know your name, you are definitely not okay.”
God, his hands felt nice on mine, so I closed my eyes and just let my fingers curl around his. Why did it feel so good? Maybe just because I was so confused and he felt solid and safe in those moments, he felt like someone I could hang onto who wouldn’t let me down. It had been a long time since I’d known someone who hadn’t let me down. Darwin and his partner got me onto the backboard and lifted me up in a single smooth motion. Then they walked me to the waiting ambulance, the gentle rocking of their steps lulling me. Dr. Winston patted my foot as I went by him. “You can have tomorrow off.”
I mumbled a response, my hands reaching up to the air. I wanted to feel Darwin’s hands on mine again. They felt like hands that would take care of me, make sure nothing bad would happen. Which was so stupid; I was not that kind of girl. I wasn’t like Fiona, who no doubt needed several people just to help her tie her shoes in the morning.
Speak of the devil—Fiona was again just suddenly there, filling my entire field of vision, her wailing cry piercing my ears. A groan of pain escaped me, her crying only making the throbbing in my head worse. I mouthed the words, ‘shut up’ but she was too loud; no one heard me.
“I told her to let me hold the colt, but she wouldn’t listen to me, and then he didn’t like her, that’s why she got hurt.” She stood above me, as she flapped her hands in the air for emphasis that no one needed.
Darwin cleared his throat, but I couldn’t see him or his partner with my head strapped down.
“I’m sure that’s what happened, but we have to get her to the hospital now. You have to let us go.”
The back door of the ambulance closed on Fiona’s tears and I let out a sigh as the ambulance started and began the trek to the hospital. The silence was downright blissful.
“Thank you,” I mumbled, eyes drooping closed, blocking out the light streaming in through the back window of the ambulance.
Hands wrapped around mine again and I clung to him, feeling the strength in him and knowing distantly that I shouldn’t be so needy. Victor would have told me I was being silly; I knew he was right. But since Victor wasn’t here, I could hang onto Darwin for a minute.
“What are you thanking me for?” His voice drew my eyes up to his.
“Shutting the door on her insufferable voice. She hurts my head.”
A smile twitched across his lips and again that one dimple appeared in his right cheek. I untangled my one hand from his and reached up, touching it. “Did you know you have a dimple?”
Darwin smiled wider, but still only one dimple appeared. Just one. He captured my roving hand and brought it back down. “Funny enough, I had no idea.”
“Are you teasing me?”
“You are a bit out of it, and I will admit that it’s always fun to tease the patients when I know they won’t remember me the next day.”
My eyelids fluttered closed. I could just stay here, like this. This was better than good. “I won’t forget you. I promise.”
“Stay with me, Brielle.”
I opened my eyes, and stared up into his face, the crease between his brows a serious dip over his uniquely colored eyes. “I’m here.”
“Don’t close your eyes. Just keep talking to me.”
I knew what I should say, something proper; like about my job, or maybe ask him about his, but there was a looseness to me, an impulse I couldn’t control, my thoughts were scattered, all over the place. Like I’d been drinking all night, the hard stuff that made me beyond foolish. The stuff I didn’t drink anymore for just that reason.
“I’m really not very happy. I’m marrying someone because it’s the right thing to do. But I think that I have to, because I said yes when he asked, and now I have to because that’s how this works.”
His blue violet eyes widened. “You don’t have to talk about—”
“No, I do. He’s a good guy, but there’s just no,” I waved my hand around in the air, looking for the right word in my muddled brain and feeling it escape me.
“Passion.” Darwin said the word with a heaviness of heart that I recognized. I’d seen it in my own face, heard it in my own voice more than once.
“Yes. That’s the word. My nana told me not to bother looking for anyone who was perfect for me. That he didn’t exist, that there was no such thing as a soul mate waiting for me out there. And that looking would only cause hurt and pain.” I blinked a few times. “My last couple boyfriends … well, Nana was right about them. They were assholes, and liars and cheats. Victor, he’s a good guy, but … do you think that’s true, what my nana told me? Do you just have to learn to settle?” I stared at his face, wanting him to tell me that it wasn’t true, that my nana was wrong, not really realizing how much rambling I was doing. I would believe him, this stranger I’d only just met, if he told me my nana was wrong.
His fingers tightened around mine, and his soft eyes filled with a sadness that cut through me. I’d seen that look in my own eyes every morning as I stared into the mirror, but it pained me to see it in his eyes. To see that I wasn’t the only one hurting, because I knew the truth about love and relationships. And I hated it. I no longer wanted to hear what he was going to say, but it was too late.
“I think what your nana said is true. No one is perfect, Brielle. Your nana gave you good advice to just do the best you can.”
“I don’t want it to be true,” I whispered my secret to him, a secret I’d never even spoken aloud to myself. “I want to believe that there is a perfect person out there for me, like when you’re little and you read about happily ever after’s and everyone tells you that its true, but then … .”
His thumb rubbed over my hand in a slow gentle circle, lowering his head so that he could whisper back to me. “Yeah, I know the feeling.”
I didn’t realize I was crying until he swept his fingers under my eyes, wiping away the tears, but that only made me cry harder, the touch of his hands making me feel the weight of my heart in my chest like a lump of lead.
“Are you in pain? I can give you some laughing gas,” he offered, shifting his weight and starting to untangle his fingers from mine. I clung to his hands.
“No. That won’t help this … .”
Darwin nodded and settled back into the seat, his hands wrapped around mine. “Don’t close your eyes. If you don’t want to talk anymore, that’s okay. Just stay awake.”
I would have nodded if I could. I settled for squeezing his hands, watching that dimple appear in his right cheek.
“Vic is a nice guy,” I said, feeling the need to defend my fiancé against my own secret wish. “We’re getting married in early June.”
“That’s not far off, just a few months,” Darwin said, that sad look back in his eyes again.
“I should be excited,” I whispered, still feeling strangely loose-lipped, despite everything I’d already said. “But it’s just blah. Blah. My mother is running everything, and I don’t even really care. She’s picking out the colors, flower, the church.”
He chuckled and shook his head ever so slightly. “Aren’t brides to be supposed to be wild with plans and parties and dress fittings?”
“I guess, but I just can’t seem to get into it, and everyone says its normal and just cold feet, so I just let her keep going and nod and smile, and then everyone else is happy.”
He frowned down at me. Gorgeous, yeah, those eyes and the way his emotions were so clearly written on his face. I liked that. Not like Victor, who hid his emotions from me. Tried to always play the stiff upper lip, told me to do the same, that crying was unbecoming of a lady. That had lost Victor at least another 5% off his total score in my mind.
The ambulance slowed down, and then came to a full stop. Darwin let go of my hands and the cool wind swirling in through the open door instantly chilled them. He and his partner lifted me out and set me on a gurney, then wheeled me into the E.R. They filled out my paperwork and handed me over to the nurses. Like I was just another patient. Which I was.
“Good luck with your wedding, Brielle.” Darwin spun on his heel and lifted his hand in a wave, but it was the sadness in his eyes that stung me.
Heart pounding, I struggled to get up, knowing that this was probably one of those mistakes Nana had warned me about. One that could very well ruin my life, but in my foggy state, all I knew was I couldn’t let Darwin go while he looked so sad.
So lost.
The backboard held me tight against my struggles. “I need to get out,” I yelped the words, saw Darwin turn and his eyes widen as I rocked the whole gurney to one side, the room tilting at an angle, the floor suddenly visible to me even though I was strapped to the gurney.
There was shouting and then several sets of hands caught me and tipped me upright before I ever hit the ground. The nurses fussed and yammered around my head, calling for sedation. Was it for me? They had to be joking, I wasn’t out of control; I just needed to make sure he wasn’t sad, that wasn’t right. Not when he’d made sure I’d been safe.
Darwin was at my head, and he looked down into my eyes. “You aren’t supposed to throw yourself off the stretcher, you know that, right?”
“Don’t leave me.” An irrational fear lit through my nerve endings, stoked a fire of panic I’d never felt before. I wasn’t so stupid as to think that he was going to be anything to me other than my paramedic, but at that moment, in that breath, I couldn’t let him leave. I couldn’t be just another patient dropped off. I stared up at him, begged him with my eyes and a single word.
“Please.”







3
DARWIN STAYED WITH me through all the tests, and the stitches, his hands never leaving mine. He probably thought I was afraid, and I was, just not of the tests or medical care. I wasn’t even sure myself what I was afraid of; I only knew he couldn’t leave me. I couldn’t say goodbye to him just yet.
The hospital called Victor, but he’d been in a meeting and seeing as my injuries weren’t life threatening, he said he’d come by after work to check on me.
Darwin’s lips twisted into a grimace. “Really, he’s not coming?”
I swallowed hard, embarrassed for my fiancé. “Later, he’ll come by later. He’s very busy, his office really needs him and he has to work late a lot.”
The doctor came in, gave me the results of all my tests, his words clipped and his mannerisms that of a man who was too busy to really care anymore.
“A concussion, no fractures of the skull, stitches can come out in a five to seven days. You shouldn’t be driving for at least a week. If there is any dizziness or blacking out, come back in right away.”
With nothing more than a nod at Darwin, the doctor turned, and was barking orders at the nurses before I could even ask if, and when, I could leave.
Darwin’s partner came in to check on him. “You’re off shift now. You need a ride back to the station?”
Reluctantly, I let go of him, but he didn’t let go of me, his hand resting on top of mine.
“I’m okay now. I’m sorry to have kept you here for so long,” I said, wanting to give him the out, knowing I’d kept him there too long as it was.
His violet blue eyes stared into mine. “You sure?”
I gave him a thumbs up. “Yeah, Victor will be here soon.”
Darwin stood, his hand still hanging onto mine, and his partner’s eyes darted between us, a frown on his face like he didn’t approve. Not that there was anything to approve or disapprove of. No doubt, Darwin’s partner had overheard my confessions in the back of the ambulance and thought I was some sort of hussy, playing Darwin.
“All right” —Darwin turned to his partner— “I’ll be there in a second.”
His partner, whose name I still didn’t know, gave a sharp nod. “I’m leaving in 5 minutes with or without you.”
Darwin sat back down, on the edge of the bed, his hands holding mine lightly. “Goodbye, Brielle.”
My throat tightened and tears gathered in the corners of my eyes for no reason that I could define. This was ridiculous; I’d just met this man. I sniffed back the emotions and shook his hand. “Goodbye, Darwin.”
That sadness I’d seen in his eyes before was back, so maybe it was silly, but I couldn’t let it go. “You should smile more often. You’ve got a great smile.”
His lips twitched, showing off his dimple, and one eyebrow arched. “Don’t you mean to say that I’m gorgeous?”
I rolled my eyes. “You can’t hold me to that. I have a head injury. I’m not really myself at the moment.”
“Technically, you still have a head injury. So you’re telling me I can’t hold you to anything now either?”
I pursed my lips, thinking. “Exactly.”
“Excellent.” His eyes dipped to my mouth and everything in me froze and then melted, as the heat between us shifted and shimmered, like a living coil tying our bodies together. His fingers were gentle on my hands, his thumb running lightly over the underside of my wrists. His dimple made an appearance and I lifted my hand, touched it, felt his smile deepen against my fingers. Perhaps Nana hadn’t been right, maybe she’d just been afraid of taking another chance … .
“Baby, how are you? I got here as quick as I could, traffic was a disaster.” Victor strode into the room. I let go of Darwin, shocked at my forward behavior. Darwin gave me a wink and backed out of the room, his eyes never leaving mine as Victor launched into all the reasons why he hadn’t been able to come right away. His voice droned as Darwin continued to back away, finally turning his back to me when he reached the stairs.
I closed my eyes, unable to look at Victor or the spot where Darwin had stayed for hours holding my hands, and talking to me. “I’m tired, Vic, and my head hurts.”
“Of course, of course, Baby. You just sleep. I’m going to go find the doctor and see when you’ll get discharged. We need to talk about your life insurance policy too. I’d never realized how dangerous your job was before this. Honestly, Baby, you could have been killed—all your debt would have ended up on me if we were married. And Frank’s reputation would have been tarnished if his stepdaughter died with unpaid debts. It wouldn’t be right, you know, not after all he’s done for you and your mom.”
His footsteps echoed out of the room and I curled on my side, pillowing my head on my bent arm. I got hurt and the first thing he thought about was my life insurance policy? And Frank, he was worried about Frank? The man who was my stepfather was a consummate actor, and no matter how many times I’d told Victor that he’d been awful to me, he didn’t believe it. In public, Frank treated me like a cherished part of his life. Like I really was his daughter. Yet, in private it was a different story, as he told me in advance what he was going to do to me, how he was going to make sure my mother left everything to him. And she’d believed him over me, no matter what I’d said. He’d never hit me; he hadn’t had to in order to control my life. My mother believed his lies when he said I’d come onto him at fourteen, and then she’d sent me to an out of state school to keep me ‘away from him’. She’d believed him when he told her he’d caught me forging her checks and she believed him when he told her he’d found condoms in my bedroom waste basket.
Groaning, I covered my head. This was not the time to relieve my history. I knew that Victor was only being practical, but I didn’t want practical. I wanted him to hold my hand and tell me everything would be okay. I didn’t want him to worry about Frank and how my asshole stepfather would feel about taking on my ‘debt’ if I died. I almost hoped I did die, just to stick it to Frank finally. That thought made me smile.
Victor came back in a few minutes with my discharge papers in hand. “Come on, we can go. Man, I hate hospitals, germs everywhere. People die here all the time; I don’t know how you aren’t going crazy after being in here for so long.”
God, I wanted to snap at him, tell him if he’d bothered to show up when the hospital called him I could have gotten out earlier. But I didn’t. Mostly because I’d not thought about Vic more than a moment or two the whole time I’d been in here, with Darwin at my side.
And that was not a good thing. Guilt nipped at me. I had to purge myself of these crazy emotions Darwin had stirred up. Silly things, girlish fantasies of believing in a happily ever after. Concussion-induced feelings, that’s what was going on, and I had to put a stop to them.
Darwin was just like every other man; he was probably even worse for me than Victor. Probably, if I scored him, Darwin would come in well under Victor’s 65%. Maybe less than 50% even. Yes, that’s what I told myself, over and over again. All the way back to our apartment, while I showered by myself, even though Victor was supposed to keep an eye on me, all while I dressed in my loose pajamas, while I made myself tea, and when I slumped into bed. Darwin was a concussion-induced fantasy.
Vic showered after me, asking me to listen for his phone in case his boss called to talk about the newest client the firm had signed that day. I couldn’t help but compare him to Darwin, my mind pointing out their most obvious differences. Even just the physical difference of Darwin’s ripped body, which I’d done my damndest not to notice while he sat beside me in the hospital, next to Vic’s trim but soft body. If it had just been the physical, I could have brushed it off, but it was Darwin’s compassion for a complete stranger that had gotten under my skin. I reminded myself over and over that it was his job to be nice, but I struggled with the thoughts and comparisons until I finally forced myself to stop. This was ridiculous. I would never see Darwin again and Victor was a good guy, my fiancé for god’s sake.
Sitting in bed, I shoved all thoughts of Darwin aside as I set my alarm for two hours ahead.
“What are you doing that for?” Victor leaned over my shoulder, his hair slicked back from his head, skin still damp. He kissed my shoulder as he slid his arms around my waist.
“I have a concussion. Were you paying attention at all to what the discharge nurse said? I have to be woken up every two hours, to be safe.” I turned my head to look at him and he caught my lips with his, his mouth hungry on mine.
I pulled away from him. “Vic, not tonight. I feel like I’ve been kicked in the head by a horse. Which, if you’ll recall, is exactly what happened to me.”
“But you’re okay, it’s not like you were hurt badly.” He tried again, kissing the side of my neck and pulling me back into his lap. His arousal was hard against my ass and he rubbed it against me, as if that would make my headache go away. “Just a quickie? Please?”
Jaw tight, I jerked out of his lap—which only made my head throb with the sharp movement—grabbed my pillow and the alarm clock, then stomped out of the room.
“Hey, where are you going? Baby, come on, don’t be like that.”
“Go to sleep, Victor.”
He didn’t come after me; he never did when we fought. Not that this was a fight, not really. I threw my pillow onto the couch and laid down, setting the alarm on the floor beside me.
But I didn’t sleep. Hell, I couldn’t even close my eyes. Angry at Vic and confused by the emotions Darwin stirred up, I lay there, staring at the black T.V. screen. My filtered reflection stared back at me, as if it too wanted to know why I wasn’t sleeping. My throat tightened at the accusation I saw in my own eyes. You chose him.
The pad of feet brought my head up.
“Baby, I’m sorry. Come to bed, I’ve set my alarm and I’ll make sure to wake you up.” Victor touched my bare ankle with his hand, squeezing it gently. “Come on.”
I sat up, bent to grab my alarm from the floor and ended up on the floor, sprawled out.
“Shit, Baby, are you okay?” Victor helped me to my feet, his hands holding me steady.
“Dizzy, I’m just dizzy,” I said, the room swaying as though I was on the Tilt-A-Whirl at the fair with a dozen greasy hot dogs tumbling in my stomach.
“We need to get you back to the hospital then, that’s what the doctor said.” He bundled me up and into his car. Somewhere in the car I think I black out, because before I knew it I was back in the hospital, this time in the sitting room, feeling the room dance and sway in front of my eyes, little sparkly specks teasing my already queasy stomach.
“I think I’m going to be sick.” I grabbed Victor’s shirt and pulled myself to my feet. I needed a bucket. Like now.
“Hang on, Baby.” Victor helped me to the bathroom and held my hair back while I puked into the toilet, until my stomach was empty and then some. The dry heaves set my head to pounding a beat that felt as if it would explode inside my skull if I didn’t stop.
Cold paper towel compresses on the back of my neck had never felt as good as in that moment and slowly the heaves settled and I was aware of the cold tile under my hands and knees. I swallowed hard several times, prayed that was the end of the vomiting. “Thanks, Vic.”
“Hey, I take care of my girl.”
I groaned, a spike of guilt tearing through me. Guilt for thinking badly of him, for comparing him to a man I didn’t even really know. I spun the ring on my thumb. Nana was right; I had to remember that above everything else.
Again, he helped me to my feet and back to the waiting room. I stretched out across three chairs and put my head in his lap. Victor stroked my hair and I closed my eyes, sleep finally stealing me away from the tumult that had begun with a simple blow to the head.
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THE NEXT FEW days I spent at home on the doctor’s orders. Dr. Winston gave me two days off, which ran into my normal three days off. Re-runs and pajamas were my world for five boring, long, headache-riddled days. My stitches itched, my head ached off and on, but there were no more dizzy spells.
Funny enough, I got flowers from Fiona Upshaw, wishing me well in my speedy recovery. The flowers were gorgeous, bright pink and yellow roses interspersed with sprays of baby breath and carnations.
“I hope that isn’t from a secret admirer?” Victor threw his brief case on the kitchen table next to the vase.
I laughed, my mind darting to Darwin for a brief moment, wondering if he thought about me at all. Not that it mattered, not that he would be.
“No, these are from Fiona.”
“The girl who thinks she knows horses, but doesn’t?”
Smiling, I nodded and touched the flowers. “They’re pretty, I don’t often get flowers anymore … .”
“Not so subtle, Mrs. Babcock.” He scooped me up, the strain in his face obvious, and then he quickly put me down. I patted his arms.
“Wasn’t trying to be subtle, and you can’t call me that yet. You have nearly three months before you can officially call me that.”
He leaned in and kissed my cheek. I stayed still, wanting so badly to feel something more, something deeper when he kissed me, especially when his eyes lit up just from seeing me. Shouldn’t I be the same?
What was wrong with me? Was this the cold feet everyone talked about? No, I didn’t think that was the case. I’d never been the kind of girl to get all mushy and gaga over a boy. So there was no reason to think it would be any different with Vic.
I wanted to believe I didn’t know why this sudden lurch of my guts when I thought about marrying Victor had started. But the problem was, I did know. Sure, I’d been uncertain before, but that was nothing to the last five days and the near panic attacks that caught me off guard at the mere thought of the wedding.
The reason, I was certain, was attached to a pair of violet blue eyes I struggled not to see on the inside of my eyelids. Which, as I reminded myself for about the thousandth time, was ridiculous.
Silly.
Childish.
“I can get my stitches out tomorrow. Can you take me to the hospital?” I had to yell to be heard over the T.V., which Victor currently had on the movie channel on full volume.
He glanced over his shoulder from where he sat on the couch. “No, I have meetings with clients all day. Can you get Penny to take you? She doesn’t have a steady job, surely she has the time.”
If only it were that easy; Penny and I weren’t as close as we once were despite her phone call on my birthday. I picked up my cell and sent Penny a text, expecting nothing. She’d been my friend since I was a kid, but ever since high school, she’d been my party friend, the one I hung out with when I needed to let loose a little, not that I did that much anymore. Victor didn’t like dance clubs much. Penny, as much as she was always good for a laugh, wasn’t the kind of friend you could depend on for little things, like help getting to the hospital.
Can you take me to the hospital tomorrow? I need my stitches out.
Three seconds later she answered.
Mayb. Wat time.
I cringed at her typos.
Early. Before noon.
My fingers were crossed, but I wasn’t hopeful.
Sory. Cant. Too erly.
I put the phone down, not surprised.
Fatigue washed over me, as I pulled up the bus schedule on my phone. Tomorrow was going to be long day.
If only I had any idea what was in store for me.

Apparently, the hospital was in a state of overload. When I got there, I counted at least thirty people ahead of me in varying states of illness and injury. I groaned and slumped into my chair, grabbing the first available magazine. Getting stitches out was no life threatening injury; I was going to be there for a long while.
Hot Rods and Babes wasn’t exactly my cup of tea, but at least it was something. I hadn’t even thought to bring a book with me.
“Thinking of starting a new career? Might be safer than wrestling with horses. Though I suppose that depends.”
I jerked my head up to see Darwin smiling down at me. He wasn’t wearing his paramedic uniform, but was in a pair of well-fitted jeans and a long-sleeved black shirt that he’d pushed part way up his forearms. His everyday clothes accentuated the well-defined muscles that his paramedic uniform had only hinted at. Brick shithouse came to mind.
I couldn’t stop the smile that slipped across my lips. “Depends on what?”
He made a motion at the magazine. “If you’re driving, I’m thinking that would be pretty safe. But if you’re one of the babes on the hoods of the cars, might cause more accidents. You’d make a lot of work for me.”
A faint curl of heat swept up through me. No, I would not respond to Darwin like that. I was engaged, to a good man. A man who held my hair when I puked my guts out. A man who loved me. A man with a good job and one that my nana would have approved of.
“What are you doing back here?” His eyes swept the room, and I could almost see him counting the people in front of me.
“The stitches can come out, so I am waiting. For what looks to be about three days.”
“Hell, I can do that for you, come on.” He held out his hand to me and I took it without thinking, our fingers wrapping around one another, like magnets unable to resist the pull toward one another. With a gentle tug, he pulled me to my feet and led me past the nurse’s desk.
“Jackie, I’m just going to take out the stitches for my friend here. You good with that?”
The head nurse, her eyes heavy with fatigue, barely lifted her head. “You do whatever you want, Darwin, you will anyway.”
“It’ll cut your work load down by one.” Darwin called over his shoulder as he pointed to a chair in a small triage room. I slid into the seat, tucking my hands between my knees. “Are you sure you know what you’re doing?”
He chuckled as he pulled out a small set of scissors and a pair of tweezers, laying them on a fresh piece of gauze. “Nope, this is my first time.”
I stood up. “Umm. What?”
“I’m kidding.” He gave me a wink and I slowly lowered back into my chair. “Relax, this won’t take long and you’ll be back out there, wrangling naughty ponies.”
I leaned back into the chair. “I don’t wrangle ponies. No, that’s not true. I only wrangle them when the handler is an idiot.”
His hands paused over the scissors. “You think the owner of that horse is an idiot?”
“She just doesn’t know what she’s doing. I’m sure she’s a very nice person. When she isn’t around horses and isn’t insulting people. You know she insulted my boss, right to his face, said he wasn’t a real doctor. He had to go to school longer than most GP’s.”
Darwin tipped my head away from him, his fingers on my chin. “Hold still like this, the light is better.”
I licked my lips. “Is this going to hurt?”
“You’ll barely feel it. Unless I do it wrong.” He snapped on a pair of surgical gloves, the crack of the gloves slapping onto his hands making me jump.
I flicked my eyes to his, saw them dancing with laughter and relaxed again. “You are a terrible paramedic, you know that, don’t you?”
Chuckling, he held my chin with one hand while he snipped the ties of the stitches. He was so close, that damn dimple was within an inch of my mouth. Not that for one second I was even thinking about kissing it.
No. I was with—engaged to—Victor.
“Are you okay? Is this hurting you?”
“No, why?”
“Your face is all scrunched up.”
I cleared my throat but didn’t move. “I guess maybe a little, but not bad.”
“Shit, I’m sorry, I should have let a doctor take these out.”
He stepped back, his eyes clouded with regret. I put my hand out. “No, it’s fine, really. Just take them out.”
Uncertainty flickered in his eyes.
“Really,” I said. “It’s fine. I’m just being a baby.”
His eyebrows rose up over those fascinating eyes, and I had to fight with myself not to stare at them.
“I’ll be gentle. I promise.”
Something in the way he said those words tightened the pressure between us. He leaned toward me, his hands steady as he plucked the last of the stitches out. “See, nothing to it.”
But he didn’t pull back, and I knew it was a bad idea, but I reached up and touched that tantalizing dimple that pulled at me every time it flashed in his cheek. “Thanks.”
Oh God, my voice was breathy. Bad, bad, this was not a good idea. I swallowed hard, saw him do the same as he cleared his throat and stood back up, pulling off the gloves. “You got a ride home?”
Laughing to cover the quiver of nerves running through me, I nodded. “Yup, best transit bus in the county.”
Darwin grimaced. “I can drop you off. I’m headed out your way.”
“How do you know where I live?”
“Think I’m stalking you?” He narrowed one eye at me, but he smiled at the same time, ruining what I was sure was an attempt at looking scary.
“If you are, you aren’t doing a very good job at it.”
Laughing, he shook his head. “I filled out your paperwork for you.”
“And just happened to remember where I live?” I stood up and headed for the door.
“I have a memory for dates, places, stuff like that.”
We walked side by side out of the hospital, and though I hadn’t agreed to go with him, I found myself at his truck. A battered up old blue Chevy, with rust holes and a cracked windshield that had seen far better days.
“I don’t know.” I eyed up the truck. “It doesn’t look particularly safe. I might end up back in the hospital again.”
“You’ll miss out on the ride of your life.”
I put my hands on my hips, refused to think of his words as anything but in the most literal of senses. “Ride of my life? I doubt that very much.”
His lips quirked up, and his eyes snared mine with ease. “Wanna bet?”
Oh, this was getting dangerous. Very, very dangerous. “What are we betting for?”
He folded his arms across his chest, his long-sleeved shirt pulling tight over muscles I had no doubt could lift me with ease, without him even breaking a sweat. Even through the shirt, I could see lines of definition that beckoned to me to reach out and … .
“Loser buys coffee,” he said, confidence filling his voice.
I mentally berated myself. “And a donut. I want a donut too.” I couldn’t help it, couldn’t help falling into this—whatever it was growing between us.
Friendship, he was becoming my friend and nothing else.
Yes, I could live with that.
“Donuts. Damn, I haven’t had a donut in years.” He opened his door, leaned across the seat and unlocked the passenger side. I climbed in, using the step up. The truck was jacked up, and once inside, I realized the exterior was just a front. All the paneling inside was new, pristine and sparkling aluminum. What was obviously not the original leather covered the bench seat and even still smelled like what it was: brand new.
“Nice digs.” I ran my hand over the leather.
“Wait till you hear this bad boy.”
The engine turned over with a rumbling growl that vibrated up through the seats and floorboards. I turned to him, my eyebrows arching upward. “Really? Trying to prove something are we? Think the ladies will be impressed by your truck?”
Laughing, he put the truck in gear. “Nah, I don’t need to prove anything. Nor am I into impressing the ladies.”
His dimple winked at me and I leaned back in my seat, determinedly staring out my window. I would feel nothing more for this man than friendship. He was not trying to impress me; he’d just said so.
Victor, I reminded myself, would never stray; he would never betray me in any way. And I would never betray him.
“I really do love Victor.” I blurted out as Darwin pulled onto the highway.
“And you felt the need to say that because … ?” His eyes never left the road as he began to weave in and out of traffic, the truck picking up speed incrementally.
I swallowed, the strange embarrassment suffusing me, heating my face and making me sweat. “Because I want you to know that I am not the kind of girl who strings men along.”
He looked at me then, violet eyes thoughtful. “You think that I was trying to make a move on you?”
Oh. God. I stared back at him, the heat in me like nothing I’d ever felt before. “No. I just want to be clear. I like you, Darwin. But only as a friend.”
His lips twitched. “Perfect. Because I’m pretty sure my wife wouldn’t be pleased if she thought I was making moves on my patients.”
To say my jaw dropped would have been an understatement, as I’m pretty sure my chin hit the floorboards. He was married? I hadn’t seen a ring, but shit, of course he was. Darwin was gorgeous, funny, sweet, had rock hard biceps and dimple on top of all that. Of course he was married.
So why did the pit of my stomach open up and try to swallow me whole? Why did I suddenly want to tell him to let me out, I’d walk the rest of the way home? I’d catch a bus, call a cab. Anything to put some space between us. Stupid, it was so damn stupid of me to feel this gut wrenching … betrayal. He was married; I was going to be in less than three months. We weren’t for each other as anything other than friends. Yet even as I soothed myself, the pain coursed through me, loss of something that could never be leaving me with the need to bury myself under my blanket and hide from the world.
Stupid. I hated girls who pulled stunts like this, who said that they felt something they couldn’t deny. They were stupid and now I was being stupid.
“Hey, you. You still with me?” His voice snapped me out of my shock-induced daze.
I gave myself a little shake. “Yeah, still here.”
He laughed and tapped the steering wheel with his fingers. “No, you were a million miles away. Where’d you go?”
“Oh, a million miles away wouldn’t be far enough.” I said the words, bitterness coating my tongue, and immediately regretted them when I saw the flash of hurt on his face. Damn it. What was it about this guy that tied me up into these idiotic knots? Not that it mattered. Friends, we were friends. He was married. I was engaged. To other people. I was happy; no doubt he was too.
Just keep repeating that, Brielle, and pretty soon you’ll believe it.
I plastered on a smile to cover my shock. “So, this isn’t really feeling like the ride of my life. I think you’re buying donuts, my friend.”
His lips tipped downward into a mock frown. “Not the ride of your life? But how can that be?”
Before I could answer, he swerved onto the off ramp and gunned the engine. Squeaking, I grabbed the handle above my head, adrenaline soaring. “I didn’t mean the last ride of my life!”
Laughing, he handled the truck with ease and in a matter of minutes we were out on the country roads that snaked through the farmlands. White board fences ripped by us as he continued to push the truck. Alongside us, caught up in the unexpected race, thoroughbreds galloped in their fields, manes and tails streaming out behind them as they strained to keep up with the truck, giving up only when their fences came to an abrupt end.
A T-intersection ahead of us was coming up fast, and Darwin wasn’t slowing down. “You’re going to get us killed,” I yelped, my fingers digging into the handle. I spared a glance for him.
He was grinning from ear to ear. “You going to call it, are you wimping out on me?”
“Hell no!”
Laughing, he hit the intersection, dropping the truck into a lower gear and drifted through the corner, a billow of dust curling up around us. Before the air cleared, he’d punched the truck back into high gear and we were off again, racing down another line of fencing.
We drove for almost an hour, spinning around corners, hitting dips and catching air. Was it the smartest thing I’d ever done, considering I’d only just started to get over my concussion? Probably not. But I didn’t care. The world around us was non-existent. Just me and Darwin, and I was having the freaking time of my life.
“Ready to buy me donuts?” He smirked as we left the country roads and pulled back onto the highway.
I held my hands up in mock surrender. “Yes, you win. I lose. Best ride of my life.”
He reached over and grabbed my hand, giving it a quick squeeze. “Who was right?”
“Oh my God, you aren’t going to make me say it, are you?”
He lifted his eyebrows, mouth serious.
Unable to stop the smile teasing my lips, I said, “Yes, Darwin of whose last name I know not, newest friend and king of the roads. You just gave me the ride of my life.”
“Alexander.”
“What?”
“My last name is Alexander. Although it sounds like it could be King Alexander now.”
I smacked him in the arm, “Smart ass.”
The coffee shop he chose was not one of those franchised shops, but a mom and pop café. They had homemade donuts and fresh ground coffee, the smells of pastry and coffee filling the air around the shop before we ever stepped inside.
Coffees and donuts in hand, we found a table with ease, the rush of breakfast over and the rush of lunch not yet begun. Actually, the cafe was remarkably quiet, considering how good it smelled and how reasonable the prices were. Even I could afford to come here, and I marked it in my mind to make this a regular stop.
I sipped at my drink, the warmth sliding down my throat, and I forced myself to ask the question that was burning at me. “How long have you been married?”
He took a bite of powdered donut and chewed thoughtfully for a moment. I couldn’t help poking at him. “What, you don’t remember?”
“Ten years. Married right out of high school.” His eyes dulled a little, or at least I thought they did. Maybe it was just my imagination. Yes, that had to be it.
“Childhood sweethearts?”
His jaw ticked. “Something like that.”
Apparently, this was not a subject he wanted to discuss. But he leaned forward, eyes snaring mine. “Why are you marrying a guy you don’t really love?”
His question shocked me and I pulled back in my chair. “I do love Vic. He’s a good guy.”
“Not from what I saw. Who leaves his fiancé alone in the hospital when she’s been hurt? That’s bullshit, no matter how busy you are at work. He’s an ass.”
“Don’t. Darwin, just don’t. He came for me later. And he took me back to the hospital that night, held my hair back while I puked my guts out, something not many people would do.” I lowered my coffee, the shaking in my fingers too noticeable while holding the cup. I didn’t like how his words echoed my own traitorous thoughts.
“Just …” He paused, his eyes never leaving mine. “Just be sure. That’s all.”
My hands shook in my lap, where he couldn’t see them. “Friendly advice?”
He nodded slowly, took another bite of his donut. “Exactly. Take if from someone who knows.”
His words were weighted and I felt the crush of them over my own heart.
We changed topics, talked about our families, his siblings, my lack thereof. How he wanted to go back to school and maybe get his degree in medicine, how he’d sent in applications and was waiting now to hear back if he’d made it into any of the schools. About how neither of us had ever rebelled.
“You don’t even have a tattoo?” My eyebrows climbed in tandem.
“Nope, no tats, no piercings. My parents would die on the spot if I ever showed up with one. Never mind what my wife would think. Hell, she’d flip out if she knew I was eating donuts.”
Laughing, I leaned back in my chair. “You aren’t allowed to eat donuts?”
He shrugged. “She’s a bit of a health nut. To the point of cutting out all sugar in the house.”
I made a face. “God, I couldn’t live without sugar. Some days, that’s the only thing worth living for.”
The laughter and the words flowed between us, an easy balance of serious and light that I couldn’t get enough of. Every time the topic of his wife came up he changed the subject, and I never brought up Frank or his treatment of me. I didn’t think I could stand having Darwin not believe me.
“Favorite food you never eat.” He eyed up the last half of my chocolate donut. Smiling, I pushed it over to him.
“I love calamari.” I leaned back in my chair. “Victor hates it, says it tastes like rubber.”
Darwin chuckled and shook his head, eyes flashing with mirth. “Obviously, he’s never had good calamari. Then again, my wife doesn’t much like it either.” Again, with the simple mention of his spouse I would have sworn his eyes dulled, losing that spark of life that I couldn’t seem to get enough of. But maybe I was just seeing things, or seeing things I wanted to see.
He ordered a couple more donuts and I shook out the last of my change. “That’s it, I’m tapped out. You want more donuts you’re going to have to buy them yourself,” I said as he sat back down with two more of the pastries on his plate.
“You’re nana sounds like a firecracker.” Darwin was on his fourth donut and I was beginning to realize I’d definitely been taken on our bet.
“Yeah, she had her own way of doing things. I think maybe … .” I took a deep breath, my thoughts not something I’d shared with anyone else.
“What?”
I shrugged. “I think maybe she was hurt badly by the men in her life, not her family, but a man that she loved. She just … couldn’t stand to think of anyone she loved being hurt like she’d been. The way she talked about her past, her views on love and marriage … I think that’s why she gave me the advice she did. And it didn’t help me seeing my mother’s choices.” I bit down on my lip, hoping he didn’t catch onto that tidbit.
“You miss her, your nana, still.” He didn’t ask, he knew without me saying it.
I nodded, and then smiled to chase away the tears that tickled at the corner of my eyes. I cleared my throat and bit at my bottom lip before asking, “Have you ever lost someone?”
He nodded, his eyes softening with a long past pain I recognized all too well. “My sister when I was fifteen, we were nine months apart, Irish twins. She was my best friend, we did everything together.”
“Oh god, Darwin. What happened?”
His smile was tired, worn around the edges as he answered me. “She struggled with depression from the time she was twelve. She overdosed on pills when her boyfriend broke up with her because he fell into bed with her best friend.”
I reached across and put my hand over his, our shared grief twinning about us. My heart ached for him, for the young Darwin that had known such a keen loss at such a young age. We both pulled our hands away at the same time; the echoes of the past in the air between us were not lost on me.
Again, he seemed to know when to switch the topic.
“Aren’t you going to ask me who I’m married to?” A definite twinkle darted through his eyes, like a magician about to pull off an amazing trick I wouldn’t see coming. A veritable Houdini.
I rolled my eyes and took a sip of coffee. “How could I possibly know? You said you just moved here, and I’ve lived around here all my life.” Not quite true with my time at boarding school, but close.
“She’s from around here, though she went to a private school. I think you would love her. You did say earlier you didn’t have many friends.” His words said one thing, but his tone said the opposite.
I arched an eyebrow. “Really? Are you going to introduce us?” I wasn’t sure I wanted to meet her—what if she was amazing and we became friends? Then I would have to be around Darwin all the time, seeing him with someone else. No, I wasn’t ready for that.
Stupid girl. Yeah, I was being stupid.
“You’ve already met her. Rather recently, in fact.” His blue violet eyes laughed at me, even though his mouth was serious.
“Recently?”
“Same day you met me.”
If there had been a light bulb above my head it would have shattered, covering the coffee shop with shards of glass with the revelation. And I couldn’t stop the reaction I had.
“FIONA?”
Laughing, he nodded. “Why are you so surprised?”
All I could think about was how not suited they were, her flaky reactions, his calm cool demeanor under pressure. And then I remembered how badly I’d spoken about her.
“I … oh my God, I’m so sorry.” Embarrassment suffused me and I was quite sure that my cheeks lit up like lights on a Christmas tree. I covered my mouth with my hand, as if I could take back the things I’d said.
“Why are you apologizing?”
“Because … .” God, I couldn’t tell him what I really thought about her. I wracked my brain, had I said anything really nasty? That day was fuzzy now, and I couldn’t quite recall the words. Maybe I could brush it off … .
“For thanking me for shutting the door on her ‘insufferable voice’? For calling her an idiot horse handler?”
I groaned and lowered my head to the table, shaking one finger at the ceiling. “Yeah, kinda like that.”
“Don’t worry about it. I’ve said similar things, and she’s my wife.”
I lifted my head, feeling the quicksand under this conversation. Dangerous, this was very dangerous territory. It was my turn to change the subject, before we got into a Fiona bashing party that could only go in one direction.
“I think I’m completely stuffed with donuts,” I said, pointing at the empty plate.
“Changing the subject?”
I fought the smile my lips wanted to give him. “Yes. I think it’s time to go, Darwin Alexander.”
“Well, Brielle McGraw, I have only one question for you.”
My heart jumped, jumped in my chest and every traitorous emotion that had worked its way through my body, and I’d fought at every turn came rushing back through me.
Forcing my tone to stay remarkably calm, I pulled myself together enough to respond. “And that is?”
He reached across the table, his fingers brushing lightly against mine before pulling back. “When are we going for donuts and coffee again? I think now that I’ve recalled what sugar does to me, I want more of it.”
Was it really sugar he wanted more of, or something else? His eyes never left mine and the air in my lungs grew hot from holding my breath. I knew what I should say. That we wouldn’t be seeing each other again, that this was it, no more visits, no more tangling of what I knew I should do, and what I wanted.
Darwin could be my friend, that was all I would ever get and I wasn’t willing to give that up. Not for all the heartbreak in the world. Nana was right, there were no happy endings, but maybe I could have a few moments of make believe. For a little while.
For the first time, maybe ever, I threw the ‘good girl’ rules out the window.
“How about Tuesday?”
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TUESDAY COULDN’T COME fast enough.
“Hey, Baby. I thought we could go away this weekend. Just you and me, maybe we could go into Louisville for a couple of nights. Maybe go to the spa?” His brown eyes were hopeful and I smiled at him, but knew I couldn’t afford it. Even though we lived together, and were engaged now, we still split the bills down the middle.
“Sorry, Vic. I can’t.”
He frowned, putting on a serious pout for me. “Why not? I thought it would be fun. I thought you’d like to go and get a massage, or a pedicure or something.”
I shook my head. “You know why. I’ve lost days of work, and I can’t afford to go away. If you want to go to get away from work for a few days, that’s fine by me.”
Snorting, he walked away from me. “You want me to go by myself?”
“I’m just saying that if you need to get away, take a break, I’m not going to be hurt if you go by yourself.” Which I knew was weird. Penny’s last boyfriend had told her he was going on a trip by himself and she’d asked to go. He said no and they’d broken up over it. But I trusted Vic. He was a good guy. Besides, I was telling him straight up I couldn’t afford it, and he wasn’t offering to pay. Not that I’d expected him to.
“Are you sure?”
I squeezed his shoulder as I walked by, heading to the bedroom. “Of course. Go have fun. Take your brother with you and make it a guy’s weekend.”
Without warning, he scooped me up from behind and carried me into the bedroom, out of breath by the time we got there.
“Then I guess I’ll just have to get my loving in now, if I’m going away with the boys.” He nuzzled my neck, and I took a deep breath, feeling my pulse dull and my interest wane in seconds. I’d had ex’s who’d gotten me all hot and bothered, but there was no safety, no feeling of belonging, just a sense of never having their hearts. Victor was on the other end of the scale, safe and predictable, but no passion.
His hands and mouth roved and my mind wandered. I stared at the ceiling, made the appropriate noises, lifted my hips when required to, touched him where I knew he liked to be touched. Nothing sparked my interest though, nothing truly made my heart race. Routine, by rote, I knew Vic’s moves, knew that he wouldn’t touch me where I wanted to be touched. Not even when I’d asked. So I didn’t ask anymore. What was the point?
Of course, this was one of the largest deductions off Victor’s scorecard. At least 15% came off for this issue. Then again, Nana had always said that sex wasn’t the be-all-end all in a marriage. And I had to agree with her. This was hardly what I’d call the ride of my life. My thoughts shot to Darwin and the way his eyes sparkled as he laughed, the flex of his muscles through his shirt as he’d teased me, how he’d asked if I wanted him to give me the ride of my life.
“Do you wanna bet?”
A groan slipped out of me and I clutched at Vic, letting the sensations flow over me, imagining someone else above me, imagining things that could never be. Heat curled up through me, and I arched my back, my fingers digging into his shoulders.
“You like that, Baby?”
His words almost stole my fantasy from me, but the build up of pressure that had started between my legs wouldn’t be denied, and I thought maybe this time would be different … but two more quick thrusts and Victor was done, leaving me stunned—not in a good way either.
He rolled off me, panting, his hand reached out to grasp my hip. “Baby, you are so amazing; I’m going to miss you this weekend.”
I blinked several times, disappointment coursing through me, the ache in my body completely irritated by the lack of fulfillment. Damn.
“Thanks, you weren’t half bad yourself.” The words were what he expected, what he wanted to hear. Rolling out of bed, I stood and walked to the bathroom. I ran the cold water and splashed it over my face, hanging my head over the sink. The droplets of water merged with unexpected tears that slid down my face and dripped into the sink.
A hollow ache started at the back of my throat, worked its way down my spine and settled in my heart. Dull and throbbing, the tears wouldn’t stop and I didn’t know why. This was so silly. Making love with the man I was going to marry should leave me feeling suffused with joy, languorous and at peace. Making love to him and thinking about another man shouldn’t have even happened, it shouldn’t have given me the first taste of desire that I’d had in my whole relationship.
Yet, here I was, crying over the sink for a hurt that I couldn’t pinpoint the cause of. Or maybe, didn’t want to pinpoint the cause of.
Yes, that was closer to the truth.
Stupid girl.
Wiping my face, I swallowed the hurt and the tears and went back to bed. Victor’s arms circled around me from behind, tucking our bodies together.
“Goodnight, Baby.”
“Goodnight, Vic.” His breathing eased within minutes, at peace, content.
I lay there with him, wide awake, tears streaming down my face in silent rivers to soak the pillow below my cheek, the night dragging as my heart and body ached for things that could never be.

“Oh, honey, you’ve got cold feet. That’s normal.” My mom—Celia, now that I was older—waved her hand at me, brushing me off.
“Really?” I broke open a bran muffin she sat in front of me, still hot from the oven. I slathered it in butter.
“No, no, not so much butter. We’re going to do your dress fitting today; you don’t want to have the seams pop, do you?” Celia gave me her best ‘do what I say because I know what’s best for you’ eyes. I dutifully scraped the butter off my muffin and onto a napkin. She forgot that she hadn’t really raised me. Between her business starting up, my father’s death, and her marriage to Frank, I’d spent whatever days I was home from school with my nana. Nana’s stories were what I grew up hearing; it was Nana that I went to for comfort. Not Celia. God, I missed the crotchety old lady who had wiped away my tears and put Band-Aids on my scraped knees. I spun the ring on my thumb, the warm metal a constant reminder of her.
I bit into the muffin. “Maybe you’re right. Cold feet would make sense.” But I knew she was wrong; there just wasn’t any point in arguing with her. At least Frank was at work—I wasn’t sure I could keep a civil tongue around him, not today.
That was pretty much the end of Celia’s attempt to convince me that this empty hollow spot, this fear that was building in my body day by day, was just silly. That I should just ignore it and get excited.
She rattled off a list of things that we had to go over for the wedding. Flowers, music, the dress fittings, the final check on the guest list. Being a wedding coordinator, she was in her glory, and I let her have her way. I’d spoken true when I’d told Darwin that Celia had picked the colors, the music, and the flowers. The only thing she hadn’t picked was the dress.
Which, of course, meant she hated the one I’d chosen.
As we were getting ready to leave, her cell phone rang. She raised a finger to me. “This won’t take but a minute. Then we’ll be off for your fitting and maybe I can convince you not to take that god-awful dress and instead purchase something more suitable.”
Lips pursed, I bit back the snotty reply that swelled in my mouth. Nope, I was not going there, not today. I would not let her drag me into a battle.
Celia headed to her the kitchen, chattering away, and then let out a gasp.
Oh, here we go.
She rushed back to me, her blue eyes wide. “Darling, I can’t come with you to your fitting. I have an emergency at the florists that I just can’t let go. They brought in the wrong flowers for Missy’s wedding, which is in two days.”
I had no idea who Missy was, but that didn’t matter. “I understand, you go ahead, the dress fitting can be done easily without you.”
“Are you sure?” She touched my shoulder, lightly, like she was afraid I’d break. Which was absolutely ridiculous. Celia hardly knew me, didn’t have a clue just how strong I’d had to be growing up.
“Go on. I’ll be fine.” I waved her out the door and then put my hip against the frame watching her go. Crap. I still wasn’t allowed to drive. Most likely I would be fine, but to be on the safe side … .
I pulled out my cell and typed a text to Penny. My finger hovered over the send button, thinking. Saturday morning was not a good time for the voracious party girl. I pursed my lips. Victor was gone to Louisville already with his brother.
I scrolled through my contacts, staring at the one name I knew I shouldn’t want to call.
Darwin.
Don’t suppose you’d want to be my chauffer to a dress fitting? I hit send before I thought better of it. Hell, we were friends; there was nothing wrong with him giving me a ride to an appointment. Right?
Only if you buy me a donut.
I couldn’t stop the laugh that stole out past my lips. I clapped my hand over my mouth and looked around, like I’d been caught with my hand in the cookie jar.
Done.
I texted him my parent’s address and he texted back that it would be about twenty minutes before he got there.
I paced the whole twenty minutes in front of the large bay window that stared out over the driveway. When the first hint of his blue Chevy glimmered to me from the end of the driveway I bolted out the door.
He was smiling before he even stopped the truck, and at that distance, I couldn’t see the dimple, but I knew it was there. Waiting.
Friends. Just friends.
I slid into the passenger seat. “You are a life saver.”
“Well, that is why they pay me the big bucks. Three dollars an hour.” He put the truck into gear, his hands easy on the shift stick.
“Come on.” I snorted at him. “You don’t actually expect me to believe that, do you?”
“True story. When we aren’t on an actual call out, we get three bucks an hour for waiting. More money for when we’re out on a run, which is where we spend most of our shifts, thank God.”
“Is that why you want to be a doctor?”
“The money? No, though it is a nice perk. I just like people, like helping them. Taking them to their wedding dress fittings and such can really change a person’s life for the better.”
He reached over and gave my shoulder a gentle shove. Playful and platonic. Perfect. So I did my best to ignore the flash of heat, the remembrance of my fantasy in bed with Victor the night before.
The wedding dress shop was across the city and we had a solid half hour drive ahead of us. I tried to think about Darwin like I would one of my girlfriends and the question popped out of me before I thought better of it.
“Tell me about you and Fiona. How did you end up married so young?”
He ran his tongue out over his lips and then sucked his full bottom lip into his mouth. Suddenly dizzy, I put a hand to my head and leaned it back against the headrest.
“Are you okay?”
“Yeah, just a bit dizzy.”
“Damn, I’m glad you called me; are you still getting dizzy spells?”
I closed my eyes and focused on slowing my breathing— it had suddenly gone into overdrive, like when I sprinted after Dr. Winston’s pigs each time they broke out of their pen to raid the garden next door.
“No, this is the first in a while.”
A plastic bottle bumped into my hand. “Here, take a drink of this,” Darwin said.
I put the bottle to my lips and took a chug of the water, then held the cool bottle to the side of my face. Maybe I was coming down with something.
“You want to call off the fitting?”
I groaned. “No, Celia will kill me.”
“The dress fitter?”
“My mom.” I opened my eyes, to see him staring at me with an incredulous expression on his face.
“You call your mom by her first name?”
Laughing, I told him how when I was eighteen my mother had informed me that I was no longer to call her mom. She had a name and she wanted me to use it. I had no doubt it had been Frank’s idea, but I kept that thought to myself.
“My mom would smack me up the back of my head if I ever called her by her first name,” he said.
I realized as we drove that he’d nicely avoided my question about Fiona, sidestepping it as if I’d never asked. Which was probably for the best anyway.
We made it to the dress shop on time and I hopped out, leaning back into the truck. “Thank you, Darwin. You can leave me here. I can get the bus home.”
“Yeah, and have you pass out on the bus and get mugged or worse. I don’t think so.”
Before I could argue, he slammed his door shut and ushered me into the store.
“Isn’t this kind of girly? For a big tough guy?” I couldn’t resist poking him in the belly, just to see if his abs were as hard as I suspected. My finger met a resistance that I wasn’t sure was even possible with muscle alone, and I pulled my finger away before I spread my hand across his abs to count the six pack hidden under his shirt.
“Aw, you think I’m big and tough?” His hand moved to the small of my back, the light pressure barely there. But I knew his hand was there. Could feel the heat from it right though my shirt, warming me right through to my belly and lower, to more treacherous body parts.
I swallowed hard. “No.”
“You just said I was.”
“I lied.” I couldn’t help laughing as I said it, and Darwin laughed with me.
“Go on, go try your dress and see if you can have a donut after or not.” He winked and I stuck my tongue out at him. Unlike my mother, I knew Darwin was teasing and in no way serious.
The pressure on my back increased and he gave me a soft push in the direction of the seamstress, Martha, her eyes crinkling up with the big smile she gave us. I’d only met her once before, with my mother leading the way. I wondered if Martha was smiling because Celia hadn’t come along for the ride this time.
Martha led me into the back room and helped me into my wedding dress.
The dress was cream colored (my mother’s first complaint) and strapless; the chiffon material clung to my waist and bust, accenting them, corseting in the back. A floral pattern of crystals was hand stitched into the dress along the waist, over the hip and then cascaded in a trail down the dress and into the train. Simple, elegant, and I loved it.
Martha had me stand on the step up platform so she could set the hemline.
“This is a perfect design to flatter your shape. You are going to be a beautiful bride. Just stunning,” she said around the pins in her mouth.
“Thank you.” I smoothed my hands over the material, loving the feel of it against my skin.
“I couldn’t agree more,” Darwin said, his eyes catching mine in the mirror. A wave of dizziness swept through me once more, twisted up through my stomach and I fought to breathe steadily and stay still upright. I couldn’t stop staring at him, watched with fascination as he swallowed hard, the bob of his Adam’s apple catching my eye, the dilation of his blue violet eyes obvious in the mirrored reflection.
“Oh, you can’t see her before the wedding!” Martha jumped to her feet, pins scattering all over the floor.
Flushing, my face red in the mirrors, I stammered, “Oh, he’s not—”
“We aren’t getting married.” Darwin shook his head, his eyes finally leaving me to look at Martha. “We’re just friends.”
Martha looked at me, then back at Darwin, her hands on her hips. “In that case, I suppose you can stay.”
Darwin pulled up a chair and sat to the left of me. “Are you going to trash the dress after the wedding?”
“Am I going to what? Are you kidding me? This dress cost me two months pay!” I laughed as I spoke. He couldn’t be serious—I was, in fact, still paying for the dress. While when it was all said and done, it would cost me two months pay, at the moment I was only about halfway there.
“No, no. It’s some new thing people are doing. After the wedding, the bride and groom trash the dress. While she’s still wearing it.” He grinned up at me from his chair. Leaning back, he put his hands behind his head, inadvertently showing off his biceps, the lines of his well-defined muscles showing clearly against his shirt. I swallowed and forced myself to keep talking.
“So what, they just splash it with mud or something? Cut it into shreds?”
Martha was the one who answered. “No, dear, they use colors, powdered colors of chalk dust or some other substance that will stain the dress without really ruining it, sometimes they use water, oh, it can be all sorts of things. The chalk dust comes out in the dry cleaning, so that’s the best way to go if you’re going to do it, in my opinion.”
Surprised, I glanced over at Darwin. “How do you know this? I mean … .”
His eyes widened with innocence. “I’ll never tell. How could you not know about this when your mother is a wedding coordinator?”
“She’s a traditionalist. Hardcore.” I fingered my dress, tracing a line of crystals so carefully stitched on.
“Let me guess. The dress is too modern for her.”
I nodded, gave him a smile, and I caught a glimpse of his eyes and downturned lips in the mirror. Sad, he was far too sad. But was he sad for me, or sad for himself?
Safer to be staring ahead of me, right into the mirror, than at Darwin. “So where are we going for donuts?”
“Somewhere they have a lot. Actually, I thought we’d go back to the same café. Those things were homemade and I’ve been dreaming about them, thinking about licking the icing off.” He smiled up at me, dimple and one eye giving me a wink at the same time.
Again, a wave of dizziness caught me off guard and I didn’t want to acknowledge that it had nothing to do with my head injury. Nope, I had a growing, horrifying suspicion it was all because of one man and his deadly dimple. And the idea of him licking … anything.
I couldn’t stop the giggle that escaped me as the moniker popped into my mind. Deadly Dimple, defender of maidens in distress.
“What’s so funny?”
“Nothing.”
His violet eyes narrowed. “I have ways of making you talk.”
I burst out laughing and Martha looked up at me, a concerned look in her eyes. “Hold still, Brielle, or your fiancé will see you in a crooked hemline.”
The laughter died in me at the mention of Victor, even though Martha didn’t know his name. Or had she reminded me on purpose? Surely it wasn’t obvious how I felt, or was trying not to feel, about Darwin?
An awkward silence filled the room, and Darwin stood. “I’ll leave you ladies to it.”
“We won’t be long,” Martha said, sticking another pin into the hemline.
I stared into the mirror, tried to imagine walking down the aisle, speaking my vows to Victor, throwing the bouquet, the whole wedding piece by piece running through my mind. Of pledging my life to Victor, of being his wife, of having his children.
The things I saw only deepened the hollow emptiness I’d felt the night before. Celia was right, of course; it was just cold feet.
But then why did being with Darwin dispel that empty spot? Why did seeing him smile and laugh and wink at me take away the hollow ache in my body?
Martha helped me out of my dress, holding the edges so none of the pins stuck me.
Standing there in nothing but my bra and panties, Martha grabbed my arms with her hands. “Brielle. Don’t. Just don’t, child. Nothing but pain lies that way.” She tipped her head to the waiting room.
Heat suffused me and I pulled out of her arms, quickly getting back into my jeans and shirt. “Martha, I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
She let out a sigh, muttering under her breath as she left the room. But her words stayed with me, echoing my nana’s advice, which I still kept in my bedroom drawer in a pink envelope. All these years later, I still had it.
I clenched my hands together, pressed them against my lips.
If I didn’t lie to myself, I knew that whatever was between Darwin and I was dangerous. To us both, to both of our relationships.
The only problem was, I couldn’t push him away. If all I could have was this little bit of him, then I wanted it. He made me happy and I knew that after I married Victor, that would be it.
God help me, I wanted Darwin in any way I could have him; even if that meant breaking my heart into a million pieces at some point, in that moment, I would take the risk.
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THE REST OF March passed in a blur of work, wedding preparations and donuts with Darwin. Once a week, at least, we met for coffee and donuts at the same shop where we first had them.
“You know, Baby, if I didn’t know better, I’d think you and Darwin were having an affair.” Victor’s words were like ice down my spine, but I laughed it off quickly. I knew that we’d done nothing wrong. Okay, Darwin never touched my hands anymore and we never flirted. We laughed and talked, and that hollow empty spot was gone for a little while.
“Please, if I was going to have an affair, do you think I’d be planning to introduce you two? If you recall, I suggested the four of us go out for dinner together. He’s like the brother I never had.”
I slipped my arms around Victor, gave him a hug. He kissed the top of my head. I’d made the suggestion after telling Victor about hanging out with Darwin. Sure, I was overcompensating, to try and bury my true feelings, but I wasn’t having an affair, and I wanted Victor to be comfortable with the time I spent with Darwin.
“Speaking of, where are we going for dinner?”
“Romeo’s.” I pulled away from him and headed to my closet. I didn’t have a lot of clothes, nothing nice enough for Romeo’s, that was for sure.
“Kind of fancy, isn’t it?”
I shrugged, knowing I’d be eating nothing but a starter salad, but it was the company I was looking forward to, not the food. I couldn’t afford anything more than that right now. I was still trying to catch up on my bills from taking the time off work from my head injury, pay down my wedding dress, and set some money aside for emergencies.
Fiona had picked the restaurant; no surprise that she would pick the most expensive one in town. Of course, she’d likely never had to be careful with her money, not if Dr. Winston was right and her daddy was always cleaning up her messes.
“Yeah, but Fiona is an Upshaw, and they have enough money to do whatever they want, whenever they want.” I stuck my head right in my closet and Victor swatted me on the ass.
“You don’t like her?”
“She almost got me killed, Vic. She’s not really on my favorite person list.” I grumbled, my hand pausing on the red dress I’d worn for my birthday. No, Fiona wasn’t my most favorite person. And despite all of the time I’d spent with Darwin, he still wouldn’t tell me about her. Wouldn’t talk about how they ended up married so young, or about anything that had to do with her, or her family. Our visits were about growing up, the things we’d dreamed about, our families and friends. But never our significant others. And I still hadn’t had the guts to tell him about Frank, to see if Darwin was just like Victor and would side with my wealthy stepfather.
I pulled out the red dress. It might be a bit much for a casual dinner, but I wanted to look nice and I had nothing else that was even remotely nice enough for Romeo’s.
Of course, looking nice had nothing to do with Darwin.
Nothing at all.

Dinner was a train wreck of epic proportions. If I’d foreseen how bad it’d be, I never would have suggested the four of us go out.
Fiona wore a spectacular, glittering, short, tight, sleeveless dress that made me think of Halloween. As in, it was bright neon orange. Her hair was done up in her trademark high pony tail, but that night it was twinned with hanging orange beads that tinkled with every step she took in her five-inch bright orange heels.
Blinking several times, I had to work at not laughing, and was immensely grateful I’d worn my elegantly simple red dress.
Fiona resembled a teenage girl going out for her first big dinner. Like she had no idea how over the top her outfit was. Surely she knew? She had to.
“Hi, Fiona.” I lifted my hand to greet her, giving way to the grin that I couldn’t help. “Where’s Darwin? Don’t tell me he backed out.”
She giggled and waved at me, with what had to be three pounds of bracelets jangling on her thin wrists. “No, he just went in to see about our table. I don’t like waiting inside.”
I introduced Fiona to Victor, saw the way his eyes widened with disbelief. When she turned her back, he slid an arm around my waist and whispered, “Please tell me you aren’t taking fashion advice from her.”
“Shh. Knock it off.” I smacked him lightly in the stomach. “Be nice.”
The door to the restaurant opened and Darwin stepped out, wiping the grin right off my face. He wore a black button down shirt with a red tie, and black suit pants; simple, yet the cut of the clothes, the way he held himself was … I swallowed hard and pressed a hand to my middle, trying to quell the butterflies that only showed up with Darwin.
Victor tightened his grip on me with one hand, as if sensing the direction of my thoughts. Maybe this dinner hadn’t been such a good idea. Victor stuck out his other hand. “Nice to see you again. Darwin, right? Though you look a little different out of your paramedic uniform. Or is it like an outfit?”
Darwin’s eyes slid to me, widened slightly, and then moved to Victor who was watching Darwin watch me. Crap.
“Vic, nice to see you. And it’s a uniform.”
They shook hands and I thought I saw a bit of a strain between them, like a test to see who had the stronger grip, but it was gone in a flash. Besides, Darwin could have crushed Vic if he’d wanted to. But he didn’t and I knew he wouldn’t. Out of respect for me, if nothing else.
Victor’s hand never strayed from my waist, not even once we were seated in the restaurant. The heat from his hand and arm around me was too much, and finally, I had to push them off me, feeling the damp material cling to me where his hand had been.
Victor gave me a sideways glance, his eyes narrowing slightly.
I mouthed, ‘too sweaty,’ and he smiled, his shoulders relaxing. Before any conversation could be started, the waitress came and took our orders, starting with me and Fiona.
Fiona tipped her head from side to side, tapping her teeth with her long nails. “Lobster, I think, and I’d like a bottle of your best white for the table.”
I’d only had to glance at the menu to know that my earlier assertion had been right. I couldn’t afford a thing here. “Starter salad and just water is fine for me.”
Victor ordered next, prime rib and a bottle of red wine, which I knew he knew I didn’t like, so he wouldn’t have to share.
Darwin stared at the menu, took a breath and pointed to something. “I’d like an order of this to start. Then I’ll have the prime rib as well.”
Fiona leaned over his shoulder. “What are you ordering so secretively?”
“Never you mind.” He laid his hand over hers where it rested on the table, and she giggled up at him.
My stomach rolled and I struggled to keep my face light and free of the sudden, less than charitable thoughts that shot through me. I had to remind myself that this had been my idea, my suggestion.
Stupid girl.
“So, I have an announcement that I thought I’d share with everyone so we can all celebrate together.” Victor put his elbows on the table and leaned forward.
Darwin’s eyes flicked to mine, and I shrugged. I had no idea what Victor was up to.
Victor smiled at me and took my hand, lifting it to his lips. I felt, more than saw, Darwin tense.
Victor’s eyes darted to Fiona. “You are looking at the new manager of our newest branch for Watson & Denver’s Accounting.” She squealed and clapped her hands and I just sat there, stunned.
His words rocked me—newest branch manager was good, a great step up, but there was a major hitch with that position, one that my brain was slowly digesting. “But that means we’d have to move to—”
“Indianapolis.” He grinned at me, had the fucking nerve to grin at me. Indianapolis. Without even a single, “Hey, Baby, what do you think about moving to a new state?” Away from what was left of my family, my job, the few friends I had.
From Darwin.
I stood up fast, my chair shooting out behind me. “Excuse me.” Someone tried to talk to me, it might have been Victor, but I brushed their words off and all but ran to the ladies’ room.
The bathroom stalls were occupied, except for the one at the end. Shoving past an old grey-haired woman tottering toward it, I stepped into the stall and locked the door behind me.
“Young lady, that is no way to behave in a proper manner.” She rapped her knuckles on the door as if that would make me feel bad.
I didn’t answer her, couldn’t. I clamped my hands over my mouth to keep from screaming. Maybe from crying. Mostly screaming, though.
What the hell was Victor thinking?
Maybe he knows you are falling for another man and wants to get you away from him.
Gulping back a sob, I leaned against the stall door, the wooden panel cool against my flushed skin. Is that what was happening? Could I be honest with myself and see that I was finding ways to spend time with Darwin instead of Victor?
Maybe Victor was right. He certainly didn’t deserve my disloyalty. A deep, shuddering breath escaped me. I laced my fingers over the back of my neck and just sat there, mind and heart racing with the tangle of emotions I couldn’t get a handle on.
Nothing had ever happened between me and Darwin, we were just friends.
“Brielle, are you okay?” Fiona’s voice echoed in the bathroom. Damn it all to hell and back.
I wiped my face. “Yes, I just need a minute.”
“Do you want to talk?”
God, the last thing I wanted was to talk to her. Then again, maybe she would have something brilliant to say for once. God, I was being catty. “Do you think I’m overreacting?”
I looked down to see the toes of her god-awful shoes peeking under the door, glittering at me.
“No, I don’t think you’re overreacting.” Her feet shuffled and she went on tiptoes as if she would try and peek over the door. “I would have thrown at least some plates at him if Darwin had pulled a stunt like that in public, without any warning. I think Darwin is much better trained than Victor, though.”
I laughed softly with it all until she got to the ‘better trained’ part, a flash of annoyance surging through me. I stood and opened the door. She smiled at me. “We don’t have to stay. Maybe we could just dine and dash on the boys.” Fiona reached out and touched my cheek, wiping away a tear.
“Why are you being nice to me?” The question popped out before I could stop it. Damn my faulty filter. Then again, I really wanted to know. We certainly hadn’t started out friends, and I wasn’t sure that I wanted to be buddies with her, but she seemed determined to build something of a relationship with me.
Her eyes widened and then she gave a sad smile. “I don’t have many friends. Darwin keeps telling me how easy you are to talk to. How you remind him of his sister. I thought maybe we could be friends too. You could be the sister-in-law I don’t have.”
Two things happened simultaneously with her words. One, I softened toward Fiona with her tentative admission, understanding all too well what it was like to have few friends. Other than Penny, there was no one I would call a girlfriend, not really. Two, I thought I would be sick with the understanding, with the revelation that Darwin saw me as a sister.
Which was stupid of me. Of course he only saw me as a friend. The sister he’d lost, replaced by me. The things we had in common, the same sense of humor, everything we’d talked about, I could see now in a different light. He really just saw me as a friend, a sister.
Which was as it should be.
Fiona stepped closer and gave me a quick hug. “Come on, let’s go eat. You can punish Victor later, but don’t let him ruin our night out.”
With Fiona by my side, and feeling stronger for it, which was an amazing thing, we made our way back to the table—where the boys sat in what had to be the most awkward silence I’ve ever experienced walking in on. And that even includes walking in on my mom and Frank early one morning the last year I’d lived at home, a sight that had scarred me for life.
“Baby, I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have sprung that on you—”
“We can talk about it later,” I said, taking my seat. “Fiona convinced me not to throw anything at you for now.”
Darwin burst out laughing, and I reached over and gave Victor’s hand a squeeze. He smiled back at me, though his eyes were full of worry. Smart of him to realize that this was not a discussion we were going to like.
A few minutes later, our meal came and Darwin’s mystery item was revealed. Fiona and Victor both recoiled.
“Calamari, how can you eat that?” Vic stared with open revulsion at the plate of deep fried squid.
“Love this stuff,” Darwin said, digging into the plate with gusto, offering a bite to his wife, “you want some?”
Fiona squealed. “God no. You better not try to kiss me tonight!”
Darwin pushed the plate toward me. “I don’t suppose you want some? There’s no way I can eat it all on top of my steak.”
Lips twitching, I reached out and snagged one of the tentacle bodies and popped it in my mouth, bypassing the dipping sauce. “Thanks, I love calamari.”
“Really? I would have thought not.”
I grabbed another squid, “Why’s that?”
A darkness shadowed his blue violet eyes and I should have been ready, but he caught me off guard.
“Well, I just got the impression that what Victor likes, you like. You know, kind of a follow the leader thing.”
His words were spoken lightly, and Fiona and Victor both laughed. But I felt them as if they’d been shot through me with a bullet. I wanted to bolt. As bad as Victor’s announcement had been, Darwin’s words were worse. Did he think I was a doormat?
I pushed the calamari back across to him, the one bite I’d taken turning sour in my mouth. “Thanks, but I’m watching my weight for the wedding, would hate to have the dress seams popping as I walked down the aisle.”
I barely spoke through the rest of the meal, but Victor didn’t notice. He was too busy talking about his new job, how excited he was to be the manager. Showing off for Fiona. Apparently, he’d forgotten that we had yet to talk about it. And Fiona ate it up, leaning into his words, her eyes wide with admiration.
Nausea rolled through me and I put my fork down. Even the salad tasted horrible. I could tell that Darwin was trying to get my attention, finally resorting to bumping my leg under the table.
Jaw clenched, I lifted my eyes to him, hoped he could see how angry I was, how much his words had hurt me.
Fiona let out a laugh, throwing her head back at something Victor had said. They were completely oblivious. I touched Victor on the elbow, needing to leave. I couldn’t sit across from Darwin for a second longer. “Victor. I have to get up early tomorrow.”
“Right, of course.” He flagged down the waiter, pointing at us. “Separate bills, please.”
Oh my God. As if I couldn’t be more mortified. I laid out a twenty-dollar bill and two ones on the table, knowing it would cover my salad, but leave very little for the tip.
Victor paid his bill, I avoided Darwin’s eyes, and then Fiona was pulling me into a hug. “Next time you come to our place with Bruce, stay for tea. Please?” She held me at arm’s length and I gave her a quick nod, struggling for a moment to remember that Bruce was Dr. Winston.
“Of course, I’d like that.”
The two men shook hands again, and I gave Darwin a wave, but said nothing.
On the drive home, Victor couldn’t stop talking about his new job, about his responsibilities and all the money he’d be making. About how far this position would take him up the god damn corporate ladder.
“Why didn’t you ask me about this?” I snapped, cutting him off in mid-sentence.
“Well, I didn’t think I needed to ask you about furthering my career to help us get a head start.” He snapped back at me, his hands tight on the steering wheel. “Seriously, Brielle, you need to look at things without being so selfish. We are getting married and we need to do what’s best for both of us, not just what you want.”
I struggled to breathe past the shock clogging my throat. He had to be joking. “Selfish?”
“I know your family is here, I know your job is here, but you can get a job with any veterinarian wherever we go, and you’ve said yourself that you aren’t close with your mom anymore. I won’t get another chance at a job like this. Why can’t you just support me for once? Why does this have to be all about you?” He stared over at me, lines drawn between his eyebrows, lips pursed like he did whenever he was upset.
The car rolled to a stop at a red light and I didn’t think, I just pushed the door open and stepped out, slamming the door behind me, leaving behind both my purse and my cell phone. I kicked off my heels and ran down the sidewalk, as fast as I could in bare feet and a dress.
I ran until I was sure Victor couldn’t find me, ran until I wasn’t sure I wanted to be found. Not ever. When I finally stopped, I had a stitch in my side, night had fully fallen and I was totally winded. But I was still angry; hell, I’d never been so angry in my whole life.
Walking now, I limped along, knowing there was only one place I could go at a time like this. I wasn’t too far from Penny’s place, which was a blessing. She was not only my last girlfriend, she more than anyone else would back me up on a man-hating, ice cream-eating binge. I sure as hell wasn’t going back to the apartment tonight. If I saw Victor, I might say things I would regret. Which would be a mistake I wouldn’t be able to take back, and Nana would be rolling over in her grave. No, it was best if I stayed away from him tonight and kept my thoughts to myself.
A young, inebriated couple were letting themselves into the lobby of Penny’s building when I got there and I followed the swaying couple in, ignoring their lusty sighs as they stepped into the elevator. I chose to climb the three flights to her floor rather than take the elevator with the duo. The last thing I needed was a front row seat to a scene straight out of a porno. Catching my breath, I knocked on Penny’s door, knowing there was a good chance she wouldn’t even be home yet.
I was right, there was no answer, not even a muffled ‘come in.’ Nothing. With a sigh, I leaned my back against her door and slid down until I was sitting on the floor, doing my best not to think about anything at all.
Because I knew if I started to think about what had happened tonight, I’d start to cry. The very idea of which only made me angry—neither one of those men deserved my tears.
More than anything else, I didn’t want to cry about Victor, about Darwin, and I sure as hell didn’t want to cry about the messed up emotions in my heart.
So I sat there, glaring at the opposite wall, and considered my options. There weren’t many. I laid them all out in my mind. I could tell Victor I wasn’t going with him, but that would mean calling off the wedding. I could tell Darwin that I thought I was falling in love with him, but that would mean willingly taking on the colossal mistake that my Nana had always warned me about. I could run away and pretend both men had never existed in my life. Option number three was starting to look really, really good, except for one small hitch.
I had no doubt that as long as I lived, Darwin would be a part of me that I could never fully escape. That no matter how far I ran, he would have a piece of my heart wrapped up in his violet blue eyes.
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PENNY ROLLED IN somewhere after 1am, more than half cut and dragging not one, but two guys with her. One was blond and blue-eyed, and his friend—who had more muscles than some of the thoroughbreds I worked on—had a shaved head and dark brown eyes.
Penny squealed when she saw me. “Perfect! I knew you’d drop Vic, he’s such a stick in the mud.” She hiccupped several times, the smell of sour alcohol spilling out of her as she fumbled with her keys for a good minute before letting all four of us in.
The blond guy was suddenly at my side, his wandering hands on my ass within seconds. A very poor decision on his part. I shoved his hands off me, then followed up the shove with a slap that resounded through the small apartment.
“Get your hands off me, you pervert.”
He whirled back, smacking me across the face with an open hand. “Fuck you, bitch!”
I hit the edge of the counter, the sharp edge knocking the wind out of me, but it didn’t steal my anger. But before I could react, Penny was screaming at them to get out, brandishing a dirty frying pan at them until they backed out, glaring at us both.
“Fucking cock tease!”
“Piece of shit!” She screamed at them. She took a swing and then they were out, and Penny slammed the door behind them, throwing the deadbolt. The apartment went still, the only sound that of our combined heavy breathing. She lowered the frying pan to her side, grease dripping down and onto the cheap linoleum.
“Hey, what the hell are you doing here anyway?” Her words were harsh, but her tone was soft. She crouched down and helped me to my feet. I took the frying pan from her and slid it into the sink.
She wasn’t as drunk as I’d thought. Not by half. And she acted like I didn’t just get in a slapping match with a guy three times my size. So I acted like it hadn’t happened, either.
“Vic and I had a fight.”
She slipped her arm around my shoulder and I leaned into her. Wild, she was, totally undependable. But she was the only friend I had that, no matter what, she would never judge me, no matter how bad the decisions I made were. Like with my exes, and maybe now with Victor. And Darwin. God, what was wrong with me?
I burst into tears and she hugged me to her. The smell of alcohol and smoke lingered in her hair, mingling with her vanilla perfume.
“Come on.” She led me into her room, flipped back the covers and we crawled in together, like we used to growing up when we had sleepovers. “Time to spill, what the hell is going on?”
“Victor took a job in Indianapolis without even talking to me about it. And then he just announced it at a dinner we were having with … friends. Then on the way home, he had the nerve to tell me I was selfish … and one of the people we had dinner with implied I was a doormat.”
“Vic called you selfish?” She rolled her eyes to the ceiling. “He’s such a twat waffle. Seriously, you could do better; you know that, right? He’s not all that you think he is. Seriously.”
I shook my head, knowing she was wrong. “He’s not a bad guy, he’s just a jerk sometimes. And my nana would have loved him.”
“Like when he still makes you pay for half the bills, even though you’re engaged and he makes three times what you make? You think Nana would have loved that? I don’t think so. She would have slapped the shit out of him.”
I smiled at the image. Maybe Penny was right. My smile faded—no, I was sure Nana would have loved Victor; he represented everything she said to look for. Stable, honest, hard working.
I closed my eyes, thinking about the look on Darwin’s face at the table. The pity in Fiona’s eyes. “Listen, I love Vic, I just need some time away from him. Can I stay here?”
“For as long as you want.” She flicked off the light and curled up next to me.
“The person who implied you were a doormat, you want me to hunt him down and castrate him for you?”
“How do you know it’s a guy?”
Penny laughed and hugged me. “Because only a man would be so dumb as to say something like that in public.”
I took a breath, thought about Darwin’s words. “Was he right, have I turned into a doormat?”
Penny didn’t answer the question except to give me a hug, and I knew what that meant. “Hey, no matter what, we’re friends to the end.”
She thought Darwin was right, that I’d somehow become the girl who was pushed around, told what to do and I’d do it.
“You’ll be my friend even if you think the man I’m marrying is a twat waffle?”
Laughter spilled out of her. “Especially then. You’re going to need all the friends you can get when you marry that twat waffle.”

I borrowed five bucks, and a pair of jeans and t-shirt from Penny and caught a bus into work. Penny would kill me if I got horse manure on her jeans, so as soon as I got to the clinic, I changed into the extra clothes I left at the clinic. Working with animals, you never knew when a complete change of clothes would be necessary. I was glad now that I had the extra clothes there, even if they were just scrubs and a pair of green rubber boots. I folded Penny’s clothes and set them in the locker, then balled my red dress up and slid it next to the jeans. Maybe I would give it to Penny; the red dress certainly hadn’t brought me any luck.
Making a decision, I called Victor.
“Baby, where are you? I swear, I got only a few hours sleep last night, I was so worried.” His voice was thick with sleep, like I’d woken him up. The jerk probably hadn’t been worried, he’d probably just gone to bed and slept like a log. Ass.
My fingers drummed along the work counter and I stared out the window into the back parking area. “I’m fine. I’m going to stay with Penny for a few days.”
“Don’t do that, we can work this out. We just need to talk about the logistics of it, that’s all,” he said, the anxiety in his voice coming through loud and clear. At least he was worried that it might not work out. At least he had that much sense in his head.
“I need some time away from you, Vic. I suppose I’m just being selfish, as you so helpfully pointed out, but since that’s how I am, then I might as well live it up, right?” Sure, I was being a bitch, but I just didn’t care at that moment. He deserved it, the twat waffle.
“Hey, I didn’t mean it like that, Baby.”
My jaw dropped and I struggled to speak. “How the hell else could you mean it?”
“Just that you are so much younger than me, immature, and really, you don’t understand how relationships work. The things you have to give up for each other—”
I hit the end button before I screamed into the phone. Shaking, I put the phone back in its cradle and stood there, leaning over the counter, taking long, deep breaths in an effort to slow my heart down. I was at work and I needed to control my emotions or the clients we worked with today, the horses we worked on, would go through the roof. And I couldn’t do that to Dr. Winston or the horses, it wasn’t fair.
Dr. Winston showed up ten minutes late, but I was ready for him, calm and in control, schedule in hand, equipment packed in the clinic’s farm call vehicle.
“Nice boots,” he barked, eyeing my knee-high rubber boots.
“Thanks.” All I knew was that I could get through the day; I could keep my shit together. No one had to know about the inner turmoil rolling through my guts, the battle between anger and sadness slicing through me. The decisions that lay on my doorstep that I so desperately wanted to avoid.
We got into the truck and were off to the first appointment, which happened to be at the Upshaw’s. But I was ready; I’d seen that Fiona’s family was the first stop.
“Good thing you got smashed by that colt, or we’d still be dealing with Fiona,” Dr. Winston said as we pulled into the yard and backed into the barn. Since the incident with the colt introducing his hoof to my head, the trainer, Jacob, and his assistants held the horses for us. I didn’t expect I would have to face Fiona just yet.
“Happy to help out where I can; let me know if you need any other sacrificial duties,” I said dryly, my hand going to the fading scar on my head.
The first few horses at the Upshaw’s were fine, no major problems—until there was a familiar screech from the far end of the barn and the horse we were working on skidded sideways, despite Jacob’s expert handling.
“God damn it!” Jacob snarled, bringing the horse around so that it could face the oncoming Tsunami that was Fiona.
“Brielle!” Fiona screeched, the hair on my neck standing at attention.
I cringed, but turned with a smile, despite the embarrassment suffusing me. “Hi, Fiona.”
She ran down the aisle, crying. Oh my god. My heart dropped. If Fiona was crying, something was wrong.
Had something happened to Darwin? Had they broken up? My heart leapt at the thought—if we were both single … .
“Fiona, calm down. What is it?” I grabbed her arms, as she drew close to me, but she threw herself at me, forcing me to catch her as she sobbed against my chest. I glanced at Dr. Winston who mouthed ‘faking it,’ which only confused me.
Fiona was faking this, but why?
Fear scrambled my brain, and I couldn’t think past the possibilities of what might have happened. Maybe Darwin had been called out on shift last night and a patient had gotten out of control? Maybe they’d had a fight? The possibilities were endless and my mind did its best to give me the worst of them.
“You’re okay,” she finally choked out. “Darwin was out looking for you all night, we were so worried!” She swiped at non-existent tears and I could see that Dr. Winston was right. Fiona was a faker.
Dr. Winston was behind her and his eyebrows all but disappeared into his receding hairline.
I focused on Fiona. “Why would he be out looking for me? I don’t understand.”
“Victor called us and said you’d had a fight, and he wondered if we’d heard from you.” She wiped her dry eyes again, and gave a short laugh. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen Darwin so frantic. You really are like his sister, and he couldn’t save her … .” the unspoken words were clear. Darwin couldn’t save his sister, but he would try to keep me safe. That certainly explained his animosity toward Victor. I’d heard that big brothers could be a tad over protective, but this was silly. Darwin wasn’t even my brother. He had no reason to worry over me like that.
Thank God for that or your dreams would have to be censored with ‘Incest.’
“I’m fine. Really. I stayed with an old friend last night.” I smiled, tried to make Fiona believe me with the width of my grin, the false happiness in my eyes. She didn’t know me well enough to see through the mask I gave her. See? We could fake it together.
After a few more minutes of assuring her I was okay, she finally left us to work. But not before informing me she had to call Darwin and tell him I was okay, and making sure Dr. Winston told her where we were going next. I scrubbed my hands over my face.
“You and Fiona friends now?” Dr. Winston asked as he drew blood off the next horse for testing.
I took the tube from him, labeled it and put it in the cooler. “I don’t know. Maybe. She’s trying to be nice. I’d feel bad being standoffish if she’s really wanting to be friends.”
He snorted and we finished up, packing our gear and heading to the next stop, which happened to be three doors down the road. When we got there, a familiar blue Chevy was waiting. Darwin leaned against the hood, his back toward us.
Dr. Winston gave me a look. “No three ring circuses. You do your visiting on your off hours, not on my time.”
“Of course. He probably just wants to make sure I’m okay.”
“And why would Fiona’s husband want to do that when you already told her you were?” His words cut through the gauze of illusions I’d been wrapping around me.
“We’re friends.”
Dr. Winston stopped the truck, well away from the barn and the parked Chevy. “My last assistant fell in love with one of my clients. Tall, good-looking fellow, whose wife had died, got the cancer and it ate her up in months. My assistant fell for him fast, but the honeymoon period didn’t last. When they broke up, she moved away and I lost the best assistant I’d ever had. I don’t care to lose another assistant or any of my clients. Got it?”
I swallowed hard, my face burning. “He thinks of me like a sister, and I’m grateful for his friendship.” Crap, what would Dr. Winston do when I told him that Victor had accepted a job in Indianapolis? Not that I was his best assistant, but still maybe I wouldn’t have to have that conversation. I could hope.
“Keep it that way.” He put the truck back into gear and slowly crept the rest of the way down the driveway and up to the barn.
As we drew closer I could easily see the fatigue on Darwin’s face, the worry etched around his eyes and mouth. He still wore the pants and shirt from the night before, but no tie.
Fiona hadn’t been lying; he’d been up all night looking for me. A gut wrenching twist uncoiled through me. Victor had slept, and Darwin had been the one to try and find me. I grabbed the schedule and Dr. Winston’s bag, holding them against my chest as I hopped out of the truck.
“Hi, Darwin. I’m sorry; I can’t talk right now. Dr. Winston is on a tight schedule today.” I clutched the items to my chest, used them as a barrier between us. His words from the night before still stung, even if they had been true. But maybe that was why they hurt so much.
“Brielle … .” The way he said my name, the way it resonated through me and made my eyes sting with tears, was anything but sisterly. At least to my ears.
I lifted my chin and slowly shook my head. Without another word, I turned my back on him and followed Dr. Winston into the barn. I had a job to do, and I would damn well do it regardless of my stupid life.
The sound of the Chevy starting up and pulling out of the farmyard was both a relief and a disastrously foolish pain.
The day dragged, every breath I took reminding me that I didn’t have a choice but to decide what the hell I was going to do about Victor.
About Darwin.
About my whole life.
Dr. Winston wrapped things up early, so I hopped the bus and went back to my apartment. If I was going to stay with Penny, I would need a few things. My car, purse, clothes, toothbrush, the usual things.
I had my bag packed and was at the door when Victor stumbled in. His eyes flashed to mine, hope filling them, but then dulling when he saw the bag. “Baby, I knew you’d come back, I love you—”
I turned my head away to look at the wall, unable to even look him in the eyes. “I just came for some things.”
He grabbed my hands, fingers wrapping around mine. “Please, I’m sorry. I’m an ass and all those things I said … maybe I’ve just got cold feet. I don’t know, but it was stupid. I was stupid. Please. I’m so sorry. We can make this work, I know we can.”
A deep shuddering breath escaped me. Nana’s words whispered through my mind. 65%, better than anything else I’d ever find. Whatever I felt for Darwin was a passing fancy; it had to be. No matter what I felt for him, no matter how right he seemed, I was nothing more than a sister to him, a replacement for the sister he’d lost. I was no doormat—if I chose Victor, it had to be because I truly thought he was what was best for me, for my future.
But the confusion still raged inside my heart, my soul withering at the thought of Darwin not being in my life, of not hearing him laugh ever again, of not seeing him smile at me.
Of not being a part of his life in some way.
Victor took my silence as acceptance and he started to pull me into his arms, kissing my neck lightly. “I love you, Baby. Please don’t leave.”
“I need space, Victor.” I pulled out of his arms and opened the door. “I’ll call you when I’m ready to talk.”
I grabbed my keys hanging from the wall hook by the door and strode down the hallway.
Walking away from Victor was like walking out of the grocery store. There was no crashing of symbols, no deep soul-searing pain that dropped me to my knees. Had I grown complacent in our relationship, was this somehow my fault?
I loved Victor, he was a good man, with a good job, all the things my nana had wanted for me. Safety, security, the things everyone craved in life.
I sat in my car, keys at the ready to start the engine up, to drive away knowing that I likely wouldn’t be back.
Ever. I spun the ring on my thumb, staring at the etched silver, the arrowheads that circled the band, then looking at the engagement ring a few fingers away. My mother would have a complete meltdown if I called off the wedding, Frank—I shuddered—Frank would be vicious, would make sure my mother thought the worst of me. He would find a way to make her hate me even more, to make sure that what was left of my relationship with her was gone. Done.
All the deposits I’d put out, all the money I’d spent would be gone too. The months of planning, the invitations and the flowers, the caterers. Everything would have to be cancelled; so many people would be angry with me. I would disappoint so many people, people who thought well of me, people who knew me as a good girl who didn’t make bad choices. No doubt they would blame me, not Victor, no matter what I would say. It would be all my fault that the relationship didn’t work.
I continued to spin the thumb ring, the band slowly heating, as my thoughts tumbled in several directions, none of them good.
None of them helpful.
Leaving Victor wouldn’t mean Darwin would see me any differently; I would still be a sister to him and he would still be married to Fiona. I would still be falling in love with him from a distance, unable to make anything of our relationship other than the friendship it was.
The truth shot through me and I clapped my hands over my mouth, as if the words had spilled out of me. How many times had I thought the words, but ignored what they really meant?
I was falling in love with a married man. With Darwin. I was that woman. I closed my eyes and leaned my head against the steering wheel. Finally admitting to myself what I’d known almost from the first moment I’d met him.
Darwin was the one I wanted. Even if he didn’t see me that way.
But I could never have him; there was no way I could. Going that route would mean destroying two relationships, relationships with people who were not monsters, not bad people. Neither Victor nor Fiona deserved that.
I wouldn’t make that mistake; I wouldn’t be that woman. I wouldn’t dishonor my nana’s memory by destroying my life for a man who didn’t want me anyway.
Taking my keys from the ignition, I grabbed my bag and slid back out of my car. My decision made. There was no point in going to Penny’s.
Not when I knew what was the right thing to do.
The one thing that would make Nana proud.
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I DIDN’T SEE DARWIN for almost two weeks. Time enough to push him from my mind, to convince myself that the girlish fantasy I’d wrapped around him and I was just that: a silly stupid thing that had been but a passing fancy. A culmination of cold feet and Victor being a jerk.
But when he walked into the barn at the Upshaw’s, without Fiona, without anyone else around except for me and Jacob, every denial I’d set up in my mind came crashing down. My heart betrayed me, leaping, as if to offer itself up to him, lighter than it had been for the last two weeks.
Just from seeing him.
I had to get out of there.
I handed the bottle of antibiotics I was dropping off to Jacob. “Dr. Winston’s instructions are on the side here, three times a day until the infection clears or the bottle empties, whichever comes first.” I almost dropped the bottle in my haste, trying to get out of the barn before—
“Brielle. Can I talk to you? Please?”
Again, my body betrayed me. My feet stopped of their own volition while my mind screamed at my legs to keep moving, to run away from the heartbreak that was walking toward me. Darwin caught up to me, his eyes searching my face, as Jacob left us, muttering under his breath about the cost of the antibiotics and vets.
The barn, much to my horror, was silent for once, except for the occasional nicker of a horse, or stomp of a hoof. Where the hell were some grooms or riders when you needed them?
I pointed to my watch. “I’m on my way home, Darwin, and it’s been a long day.”
He scrubbed a hand over his face, and then put his hands on his hips. “For the last two weeks I’ve been sick to think that I may have hurt the best friend I’ve had in a long time, all because I don’t agree with your choices. Brielle, I don’t want to lose your friendship. Not over my own hang-ups.”
I swallowed hard, tears threatening. The air around us seemed thick, heavy with the things I wanted to say but had fought the last two weeks to bury deep in my heart. Because that was the only thing I could do. Bury him deep and move on with my life; keep what I felt for him a secret not only from him, but maybe from me too. But could I be around him and still pretend that I felt nothing but friendship now that I’d acknowledged, at least to myself, that I was falling for him?
He stared at me, waiting for an answer. Waiting for me to say something. I didn’t dare look him in the eyes.
“After the wedding, we’re moving to Indianapolis. I have an interview next week with a practice there.”
He stepped closer, the space between us disappearing, our bodies a breath away from touching. His voice lowered. “Is it what you really want? I just need to know that you’ll be happy, that’s all. That’s what I want for you, happiness.”
Damn him, he was the only one to question me, the only one to make me doubt. I stepped back and finally looked up at him. Even Penny hadn’t asked me that.
I looked down at my feet, spinning the ring on my thumb. “The move will be good, the job and everything will be good. Victor will have the best chance at moving up in the corporation by taking this job.” I glanced up at him, to see his reaction.
Darwin frowned, and I wished I’d said something to make him smile. To see that damn dimple wink at me one more time.
“Just good.” He snorted. “Good isn’t enough, not for you. You’re better than ‘good’, Brielle. You have to know that you deserve more than that, no matter what your nana said.”
Without thinking about it, I leaned my head against his chest. Just that, nothing more, and everything seemed better, clearer. Easier.
Darwin’s hands slid up my arms to rest on my shoulders, his chin dropping to rest on top of my head.
We stood there like that, where anyone could walk in. One of us had to end this, one of us had to be the strong one and do the right thing.
No matter that it would be like ripping my own heart out of my chest and leaving it on the barn floor.
I stepped back and looked up at him. My next words would end any chance I had at ever being his friend, so I said them, ending what was between us. Doing the right thing.
“Then why are you married to Fiona? If good isn’t enough, why haven’t you left to find something better? Why do you tell me I shouldn’t settle, when you so obviously have, with a woman who you can barely stand?”
His eyes widened with shock and his mouth dropped open.
I pushed past him, all but shoving him out of my way. “You’re a hypocrite, Darwin. You tell me to want something better, but you and I both know that isn’t even possible. Not for either of us. So go live your good life and I’ll go live mine. I can’t be your friend; I can’t replace the sister you lost. I’m sorry, I can’t see you again.”
Ten feet from the doorway, I stopped and looked back for one last glimpse of him, to see him staring after me. I’d expected anger, fury, something vicious and dark to be stamped into his eyes.
What I saw was far, far worse. A glimpse of an empty hopelessness I knew all too well was reflected back to me before he lowered his chin to his chest. “And then we’ll both be miserable, at least we’ll have that in common.”
God, I wanted to run to him, to throw my arms around him and smooth away the hurt in his eyes, the hurt I’d caused. But that wasn’t my job; I wasn’t his wife. I wasn’t even his friend anymore.
A hitched sob escaped my lips and I ran the rest of the way to my car and was driving away before the last of my senses left me.
The sooner I married Victor and moved away, the better.
There could never be anything between Darwin and me.
Over and over I repeated to myself the truth.
This was the right thing to do. You did the best thing for both of you.
Then why did I feel like I’d just thrown what was left of my heart away?

Two weeks before the wedding, and a whole month without seeing or talking to Darwin, I’d again convinced myself that I’d never felt anything for him. When I woke up in the morning, I banished the dreams I had of him, told myself that I hadn’t dreamed them at all. When I thought of him, and the dimple in his cheeks or the way his smile lit his face up, I told myself I was being stupid. Just like Frank had always said, I was being a stupid girl.
I forced myself to be happy by pretending until the gloss I’d painted on my life was a hardened shell that I refused to let anyone see past.
Celia was in full swing with her wedding plans, in her glory, as I fought not to think about anything, did my best to just move forward with my life. Frank was away a lot on business, so at least I didn’t have to deal with him.
When we went to my last fitting and Celia shoved me into a dress of her choosing, I wasn’t surprised, not for one second.
“It’s so much more elegant than the one you picked. Just try it on. For me. I’ll pay for it; you don’t have to. I know you only picked that other dress because you couldn’t afford anything else. Your father and I discussed this last night and this is our wedding gift to you. A proper dress.”
“Frank isn’t my father.” I said, keeping my face carefully blank.
Celia shook her head. “He thinks of you as a daughter, even if you don’t see him as a father. He loves you very much. I just wish you could see how lucky you are to have him in our life.”
I almost bit my tongue in half keeping the words to myself. Safer to let her have her way and get this over with. To ignore the blatant lies she believed.
Celia pushed me into the changing room with the puffy, overstuffed crinoline disaster of a dress. I pulled it on over my head with Martha helping me. I stared at my reflection, and the girl staring back at me was not the one I’d seen in the mirror the last time I’d been here. Of course, Darwin had been with me the last time I’d been here. I could almost see him in the mirror, staring at me. Telling me I looked like a ridiculous clown, laughing and shaking his head. I would have agreed with him, had he been there. But he wasn’t, I was on my own this time.
“You don’t have to wear this dress. It isn’t her wedding,” Martha said, her voice pitched low enough so that only I could hear her.
“She won’t leave me alone until I do,” I said, knowing it was true. Not that it really mattered, not really. Victor and I would be married in two weeks, and we’d leave for Indianapolis a week after that. Victor had already rented an apartment close to his job. What did I care if the dress was of my mom’s choosing? Nothing else was my choice, so why not throw it all in?
I just had to get through this last two weeks and then I would be moving on.
Away from all of this.
I stepped out of the dress and got back into my clothes. “She already had you hem it for my height, didn’t she?”
Martha gave me a nod, not that I didn’t already know. Celia was prepared like that.
And I just didn’t care anymore.
“It’s beautiful, Celia. Thank you.” I gave my mom a half-hearted hug. She squealed and fluttered about the shop, picking out the accessories. Glittering, over-stated pieces that made me ill just looking at them. They reminded me sharply of Fiona’s fashion sense, so I just left her to it.
My phone buzzed, saving me from answering Celia’s querying gaze as she held up a particularly gaudy tiara that had to be at least five pounds of rhinestones and pearls. I turned my back and checked my phone. A text from … Fiona?
Meet me at the coffee shop on corner of 5th in 30 min?
What in the world could she want? Damn, my phone hadn’t put a time stamp on it, so I had no idea when she’d sent the text. Stupid glitchy phone—like so many things, I couldn’t afford anything better. I shook it and gave it a squeeze but no time stamp. Then, I had to admit, curiosity got the better of me. I texted her back.
Ok. I can be there in 30 min. What’s up?
She didn’t answer me, so I just used it to escape my mother. Fiona probably wouldn’t even still be at the coffee shop, for all I knew the text had come in yesterday and my phone had only just decided to pass the message along.
As I stepped out of the shop I called to Celia over my shoulder, “Anything you pick will be fine, as long as I can afford it.”
It took me almost the full 30 minutes to get to the coffee shop, the same one Darwin and I had met at so many times. Did Fiona know that this was where we had coffee? Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea. But what the hell could Fiona want?
I pulled in and almost backed right back out. His blue Chevy was parked at the back of the parking lot.
My phone rang and I answered it without looking.
“Hello?”
“Brielle, it’s Fiona.”
Oh, crap.
“Shouldn’t you be at the coffee shop?”
“No. You have to fix whatever happened between you and Darwin. He’s miserable and I can’t fix this. Please, I’ve never seen him happier than when you two were friends. So you fix this. I want to see him smile again. Be the sister he needs, for me, at least for the last few weeks that you’re still here.”
And she hung up. Did she have any idea what she was asking of me? To make her husband happy? Was she blind to how I looked at him? Was she blind to that fact that making him happy was her job?
“Fuck.” I smacked my hands on the steering wheel and someone behind me blew their horn. Reluctantly, I pulled into an empty parking spot.
The coffee shop was busy and Darwin sat at the back table, his head over a coffee, but no donuts. He didn’t lift his head, just stared into his drink.
I got in line, purchased my coffee and three donuts. One for me and two jelly filled for him.
As I approached him, my hands started to shake. I could do this. I could make him smile for the little while we had left. Two weeks wasn’t that much to suffer through, right?
“You come here often?” I asked as I slid into the chair across from him.
His head snapped up and his eyes went wide. “Brielle? I … what are you doing here?”
I pushed the plate across the table. “Maybe I was wrong. Maybe we both need a friend.”
His lips twitched and he grabbed a donut. “You? Wrong? Is the world coming to an end?”
“Keep that up and I’ll take the donuts back, you ingrate.”
He curled his arm around the plate and smiled up at me, his dimple making an appearance. I leaned back in my chair, couldn’t stop the grin that stretched across my own face. “I’ve missed eating donuts with you.”
“Me too.”
“So maybe we can do donuts again?” I asked, feeling better than I had in the last month, knowing that while nothing more would ever be between us, maybe I could build enough memories in the next two weeks to last me the rest of my life.
At least, I was going to try. Besides, Dr. Winston had said to keep his clients happy, and this was what Fiona wanted.
And it didn’t hurt that it was what I wanted too.
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THE NEXT DAY, Darwin and I met at the farm; Fiona squealed as I drove up, I heard her easily, even though my windows were up. She ran and grabbed me in a big hug before I’d even fully stepped out of my car.
“Thank you, thank you! He came home smiling last night.” She squeezed me tight and I wondered at Dr. Winston’s words. Was she faking it again?
I could have given into the guilt that poked at me, but chose not to. Fiona wanted me to spend time with her husband, then I’d oblige. Everyone got what they wanted, in a round about way.
Darwin followed her more slowly toward me, his jeans ripped at the knees, paired with a blue t-shirt that brought out the color in his eyes, even at a distance.
Fiona kissed him soundly before she waved us off. “You two have fun.”
Really, could she really be that dense?
Darwin waved at her, and then tipped his head toward the fence line and we headed out on foot.
He set an easy pace. “You sure you’re up for a hike?”
I lifted my eyebrows at him. “You know that the biggest hike we’re going to have around here is a gentle rolling hill?”
Laughing, he started off down the property line. I jogged to catch up with him. Sure I was breaking all of Nana’s rules—I was not doing the right thing. But the only person who’d really know that was me. Darwin needed me as his friend, a sister he’d lost, and I needed someone to dispel the empty spot in my heart. Just for a little while, that’s all we had.
For two weeks, I was going to live as if this was all there was.
“Did you get the job in Indianapolis?” He glanced over at me as we strode up one of the ‘hills’ we’d be facing.
“No, I don’t have enough experience. It’s going to be harder for me to find a job there, I think.” I changed the subject, not wanting to talk about Victor, or Indianapolis or anything that came after the wedding. “Did you hear anything back from your application?”
“Yeah, I’m in. Starting September, you’re looking at an official med student.” He grinned up at the sky. “Going to ask me where?”
“You and your secrets. No, I’m not going to ask you. You can tell me if you want, but I’m not going to ask.”
He turned to walk backwards so he could face me, holding his fingers a hairsbreadth apart. “Aren’t you the teeniest bit curious?”
“Not in the least. I’m sure it’s quite a dull and boring school.” I pursed my lips to curb my smile.
“All right. I’m not going to tell you. Ever.”
Laughing, I bolted up past him, the crest of the hill twenty feet away. “Loser buys donuts!”
“Oh, you did not!” He crowed, but he was too late and I made it to the top first, bouncing on my toes like a prizefighter.
“And the crowd goes wild!” I shouted, lifting my hands in the air.
“Fine, I’ll buy donuts” —he gave me a light shove down the other side of the hill— “but we both know that you, my friend, are a cheap date when it comes to donuts.”
Talking back and forth, the conversation flowed between us, as it had before. Like there had been no break in our friendship, like we’d been friends for years, not the few months it had really been since we’d met.
“Hey, where’d you go?” He reached out and touched my cheek.
I stopped walking, looked around us. “Thinking about how it feels like I’ve known you for years. I wish … .” I bit down on the traitorous words that had been a breath away from escaping me.
“Yeah,” he said softly, his hand trailing along my cheek, heat flaring wherever he touched my skin. “Me too.”
I swallowed hard, unable to tear my gaze from his, the need to feel his lips on mine an overwhelming rush of desire I’d never experienced before, not with Victor. Never with anyone but Darwin.
“We’re almost there,” he said, breaking the spell between us, and I wasn’t sure what the hell he was referring to until he pointed to the large sycamore tree in the distance, about three hills away.
I gave myself a mental shake. “Right, you said you had something to show me.”
It took us another fifteen minutes to make it to the sycamore tree, the branches sprawling out over our heads, gnarled and reaching to the sky. Alone on the top of the hill, it seemed to survey the land around us, just watching, a silent sentinel. Lonely.
“I found this tree on the first day Fiona and I moved back here. She doesn’t like to hike, so it’s a perfect getaway.”
He reached up into a ‘v’ where the lowest branch met the trunk and brought out a paper bag, which he then handed to me. “I stashed these up here this morning.”
Inside was a variety of donuts, at least a dozen, far too many even for the two of us. A wicked idea formed and I acted on it without thinking about the potential consequences.
With a laugh, I ran with the bag back down the hill. “They’re all mine!”
Darwin was on me in a flash, tackling me to the ground, pinning my arms above my head where I clung to the bag. His eyebrows quirked up. “Vic won’t want a fat bride. You can have half a donut, that’s it.”
“Oh, God!” I couldn’t stop laughing. “Let me eat them all, then!”
Darwin sobered up, and he shook his head, his eyes tracing over my face, as if memorizing me, or maybe trying to convince me. “Don’t marry him, Brielle.”
I stared up at him, our bodies flush against one another, the long grass hiding us from the world. For the first time since he’d taken me home from the hospital, we were completely alone.
“Darwin, I’d like to eat my donuts now.” I managed to get the words out. I needed something to stave off the growing heat curling up and igniting between us. Even if he didn’t feel it, I did; I couldn’t help but have my mind wander to places it shouldn’t go. To naked limbs, hot kisses and a love that burned so brightly it would light the sky up like a beacon. There would be no going back, no salvaging anything if we let this happen.
He tangled his fingers with mine, pushing the donut bag away. With a tantalizing slowness, he lowered his head, until our lips were so close I could feel his breath on my skin. “You don’t love him, not really, not the way you should love someone you’re going to marry. I know you don’t.”
I couldn’t look away, his eyes dilated with desire, the feel of his body pressed into mine. I knew I should look away, knew I shouldn’t want to press my hips into his, to feel his arousal against me, to soothe not only the ache in my body, but the ache in my heart. “This doesn’t feel brotherly, Darwin,” I whispered.
He closed his eyes, but didn’t pull away. “No, not brotherly at all.” Slowly, he opened his eyes, did a push up over my body and then stood up, brushing off the front of his jeans like nothing had happened. I lay there, my pulse pounding out of control, unable to process what had just happened. Hoping, fearing, and hoping again.
Darwin leaned over and snatched the bag of donuts. “If you want one, you’re going to have to follow me.”
I got to my feet, my mind and heart reeling. Darwin was well ahead of me, heading back to the sycamore, climbing into the lower branches as if he were ten years old, and not closer to thirty.
I scrambled up after him and he handed me a chocolate donut. Again, acting like nothing had happened. Maybe I’d imagined it? No, my body still hummed with electricity from his nearness, I most certainly hadn’t imagined his body pressed into mine, the hot desire that had branded my heart and mind.
“You asked me, when we first met, why Fiona and I had married so young.”
I did my best not to choke on the bite of donut I had in my mouth. “Yeah, but you don’t have to—”
“Nah, that’s what friends do, isn’t it? They spill their guts over donuts.”
“Girlfriends, yes.” I smiled around the donut, the heat from our close encounter fading. At least, that was what I told myself.
He grabbed another donut and offered me the bag. I took one, so I had a pastry in each hand. Maybe a fat Brielle wasn’t such a bad thing. Maybe that god-awful dress my mother picked out would pop at the seams. One could hope. I took another bite of each donut.
“We dated in high school, but I broke it off with her right after graduation. Two weeks later she showed up with a positive pregnancy test.”
This time I did choke on my donut. “But—”
“Just listen,” he said, his voice soft and full of a long past hurt. “Our parents were extremely traditional, especially hers. So we got married, a week later actually. Shotgun wedding and all that shit.”
Leaning back in the tree, he stared into the branches, as if searching for an answer there. I wanted to ask him what had happened since they didn’t have any kids, but I was afraid of the answer. No wonder he looked so sad, to have a lost a baby … what could be more devastating to a young couple? Especially ones where the baby was the whole reason they were together; to have that reason stolen from them—
“It was a lie. She wasn’t pregnant. She just didn’t want me to leave her.”
I gripped the branch next to me, crushing one of the donuts against the bark. “She … lied to you about being pregnant?”
He nodded. “But by then we were married, she had what she wanted and she’d convinced me that we belonged together. That I could go to school and her parents would pay for it, even though that didn’t happen till now.”
I knew him better; that would never be enough to make him stay. “But money, that isn’t what motivates you. I know you, Darwin. What was the real reason you stayed?”
He seemed to fight himself, his eyes darkening with the shadows of the past. “My father ran out on me and my mom and my brothers and sisters. Fiona reminds me of my mom, weak and needy, without a mean bone in her body. She wouldn’t survive on her own. And I couldn’t be like my father, leaving her, running away from my responsibilities.”
That I believed. Darwin was too good of a man to just walk away from vows, to act as though his word meant nothing.
Darwin’s eyes caught mine. “She’s trying to get pregnant now. Decided that it was time for us to start a family.”
I swallowed hard, the donuts like chunks of brick in my throat. “You’ll be an amazing father.”
“Not such a good husband, though, I think. I don’t really love her, not the way I should.”
There was nothing for me to say to that. Nothing at all. Except to return the favor and spill my guts. I put my remaining donut on my leg and brushed my hands together.
“My step father, he told my mother I came onto him when I was fourteen.”
Darwin’s eyes shot to mine and his mouth opened, but I cut him off.
“She believed him, and sent me away to boarding school. She always believed him, because he was her security. He paid the bills, kept her life going forward. She told me once that without him she would fall to pieces. And he made sure that she always believed the worst of me, lying about me to make her cling to him.”
“Did you ever try to tell her, show her?”
I nodded slowly, twisting the thumb ring. “It only pushed a bigger wedge between us, because in public, he couldn’t be nicer to me. Tells people I’m his daughter and how lucky he is to have me in his life.”
“And in private he treats you like shit.” Darwin’s voice was harsh and I knew then that he, at least, believed me. I gave him a smile.
“Yeah, that’s pretty much it. And no one believes me. So I look like the spoiled brat.”
He reached over and took my hand, holding it across the branches, our fingers sticky from the donuts. “I believe you.”
I tightened my fingers over his.
Our secrets spilled, we sat in silence, eating donuts and watching the world around us move forward.

Three nights before the wedding, Penny decided that since she was the maid of honor and had been totally slacking in her duties—no surprise there—she would take me out for a few drinks at the local karaoke bar. Since she wasn’t drinking in order to be the well behaved designated driver, Penny made sure to keep my glass full at all times.
A few drinks turned into a never-ending onslaught of alcohol that loosened my tongue and I spilled my guts in the worst possible way.
On stage. To the cheers of a crowd that was as sauced as I was.
“I just want to tell you all that I don’t love the man I’m going to marry. He’s a good guy but kinda a, a—”
“Twat waffle!” Penny shouted from the crowd, and the other patrons cheered her choice of words, quickly taking up a chant using the moniker that so fit Victor.
I swayed on my feet, clinging to the microphone stand, distantly thinking that maybe it was time to get off the stage. Nope, none of that rational stuff sunk in, not even for a split second.
“Right. Mr. Twat Waffle. So that makes me, the soon-to-be Mrs. Twat Waffle. Oh god, someone save me from this.” I sobbed out the words, falling to my knees.
“Save yourself, you stupid girl.” Someone shouted from the back of the bar. Penny yelled at my heckler using several colorful comparisons to pig genitalia that I found rather amusing, giggling between the sobs.
Stupid girl. Frank was right; I was stupid. Would always be stupid.
Penny helped me off the stage and out to her car where we stumbled, and she laughed and I cried. “I don’t want to do this. I love—”
“I know, you love Vic. Blah, blah, blah.”
“No, I love Darwin. He’s my 98%. If he wasn’t married, he’d be my 100%.”
Penny went still beside me, and I thought—hoped—she hadn’t heard me. Or maybe I hadn’t even said the words out loud; maybe they’d just been in my inebriated brain. The cool night air was helping to clear my head, though obviously not fast enough.
“Excuse me, supposedly my best friend. Who the hell is Darwin? And what is this 98% business?”
In a jumbled mess of alcohol-riddled words, I did my best to explain.
“Darwin was the paramedic, and he took me to the hospital and there was a spark, especially when Victor couldn’t even be bothered to come and see me even though I was in the hospital.”
I took a breath and she stared at me, her eyes wide, so I just kept on going.
“And I told him that we should all have dinner together, but that’s when Victor told me about his job and Darwin called me a doormat and everyone laughed, but Fiona was nice and so I didn’t want to have donuts anymore.”
Penny grabbed my arms and squeezed her eyes shut. “Slow down, this isn’t making sense.”
I took a deep breath and let it out slowly, my head spinning. “I tried so hard to be what Nana wanted, I did the right thing, have done the right thing my whole life.”
“I know that, but—”
“And doing the right thing isn’t making me happy. I’m miserable. But I don’t think doing the wrong thing will make me happy either. It’ll ruin so many lives, and I just can’t bring myself to do this, I can’t. But I can’t not get married. So many people would be upset, my mom—and Frank.”
She shook me. “Screw Frank, we both know he’s a complete asshole.”
“I have to marry Victor. It’s the only way that the most people as possible are happy. I don’t really count—this makes sense, right?” Apparently, not so much.
“Bri, you are out of your mind drunk, and it’s time to go home. Tomorrow, if you still feel this way—which I think you will—then we can talk about the wedding, okay?”
“I don’t want to go home. I want to go with you.” The heckler had been right. I had to save myself. “I want to stay with you. Please. I can’t go back to Victor or I’ll never leave.”
Penny sighed, her hands on my shoulders. “Maybe you should postpone the wedding. That is allowed; you know that, right?”
“My mother would kill me,” I whispered. “It would break her heart and maybe she would finally hate me the way Frank wants her too.” I wasn’t sure if both sentiments were true, but they felt true.
She bundled me into her car, grumbling about the duties of bridesmaids. I fell asleep on the ride, the distant buzz of the radio announcer’s voice lulling me as he droned on about some wicked summer storms headed our way.
I don’t remember Penny helping me into her apartment, or her helping me out of my coat and shoes, or her covering me with a blanket after helping me stretch out on the bathroom floor.
When I woke up the next morning, the grimy linoleum was stuck to my cheek, peeling off slowly as I raised my head. Groaning, it was with great care that I got to my hands and knees. Never in my life had I drunk that much. Though, I suppose that was the point of a bachelorette party, even if I barely remembered it and it had only been me and Penny. No other witnesses, right? Wrong.
Unfortunately, the most embarrassing parts I did recall, all too clearly. Crap, would Penny bring it up? Sluggishly, I left the bathroom behind, heading for the dining room, where I could already see Penny up and fussing about.
“Good morning, Mrs. Twat Waffle. Thought we’d go out for breakfast; maybe you’re feeling like eating a pancake or two to go along with your waffle?” Her eyes twinkled at me as she laughed. “More importantly, I want to know who Darwin is. You’ve been holding out on me, and your explanation last night was a garbled mess.”
She pushed a glass of water and two extra strength acetaminophen at me. “Take two now, and two more at lunch.”
I did as I was told, trusting her judgment of how to handle a hangover; more importantly, it gave me a moment to pull my thoughts together.
Penny poked her finger into my ribs. “Come on, fess up, chickie.”
Holding the glass in front of me, my brain wasn’t up to producing an elaborate tale.
“Darwin is the paramedic who took me to the hospital after my accident at the Upshaw’s.”
She squealed and danced in front of me. “I knew you didn’t really love the twat waffle! Come on, spill the beans!”
I groaned and put a hand to my head. “Stop calling him that. Please. I do love Victor.”
“You know, it doesn’t matter how many times you say it, it doesn’t make the words true. I can say the sky is green a thousand times, doesn’t mean I’m right.”
Covering the back of my head with my hands, I rested my hip against the table. “It’s just cold feet.”
“What is?”
God, me and my big mouth. “Nothing.”
Penny grabbed me and spun me around, and my gorge rose, the last of the alcohol working its way back up my throat. “You are not going to get away from me on this. You are going to listen to me and listen good.” She all but shoved me into her single rickety kitchen chair. “I’m your best friend and for the last few years, I’ve seen nothing but a continued slide into a life you don’t want. Don’t you remember how we talked about backpacking across Europe, how we were going to live in hostels and see the world, working our way across the globe? And in these last few months, I’ve seen a glimmer of that girl. If this Darwin is the guy who’s brought that spark back in you, then you need to think long and hard about actually marrying Vic. Because from what I can see, Victor doesn’t make you happy. Not really. He might be the ‘right’ choice in some ways, but he isn’t the best choice for you, Brielle. Not at all.”
Her words struck a long buried chord in me. “Darwin’s married. His wife is trying to get pregnant. There can never be anything between us.”
“Oh shit.” She breathed out, slumping against the table. “For real? The one guy you seem to actually come alive for and he’s married? She’s probably fucking gorgeous too, isn’t she? And she’s got money?”
I didn’t answer her, couldn’t, not with how close to the bull’s-eye she was hitting.
Slowly, I got to my feet, my heart tangled up in what I couldn’t have. “I need to go, I have to meet my mom this afternoon to go over the last minute details.”
“Are you serious? Tell me you’ll at least think about calling it off. Please.” Her hands were on my arms and she squeezed me gently. “Please. I want my friend back.”
I blinked several times, staring at her, not realizing until that moment how far apart we’d grown. I’d always thought it was Penny who’d pulled away from me. Victor’s word’s over the last few years—about how Penny was a bad influence, how she was irresponsible and would never have a real job—filtered through my brain. My mom’s harsh words about Penny’s choices, Frank’s put-downs about how Penny was a bad friend, how she couldn’t be depended on again, how I’d let other people’s opinions shape my life. With that gut-lurching realization, I pulled her into a hug. “I’m not going anywhere. Penny, I’m sorry, I’m so sorry. I’ve been an awful friend.”
She gulped back a sob, hugging me back hard. “Just … think about it. It’s not too late to call the wedding off, it’s not too late.”
The bigger problem?
I couldn’t stop thinking about calling it off.
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THE NIGHT BEFORE the wedding was a massive rehearsal, a complete run through of what I’d be doing in less than twenty-four hours. Marrying Victor.
I walked down the aisle, saw Victor waiting for me with a goofy grin on his face, the pastor standing next to him with a soft smile.
I wanted to vomit, and I couldn’t stop the trembling that rippled through my body
Frank gripped my elbow, his fingers tightening just to this side of bruising. He was too smart to leave a mark on me. “I don’t know what’s wrong with you, but don’t ruin this for your mother. Pull yourself together, think of something else.”
Think of something else, I told myself. Something else. What else was there?
Darwin. Would it be so hard to walk down the aisle if he was waiting for me instead of Victor?
Just the thought of Darwin, his cheeky dimple and soul-filled eyes, gave my feet a lift, and the panic in my chest eased. Which then only freaked me out more—what the hell was I doing? I couldn’t pretend I was marrying Darwin and then wake up the next morning mad when it turned out to be Victor in bed beside me.
But then I was at the end of the aisle, and Frank handed me off to Vic and the pastor explained how everything would go the next day. Words rushed around me, a jumble of noises I couldn’t focus on. Penny was to my left and her eyes were all but begging me to call the whole thing off. To say the words that would end this soon-to-be marriage before it ever began.
I swallowed hard, licked my lips, and took a breath. I could do this. I had to.
“Vic, can I talk to you for a minute?” My voice echoed in the chapel and I cringed at how loud it was. How everyone heard me, how in a few minutes they would know what I’d wanted to talk about.
“Of course, Baby.” He slipped an arm around my waist and Penny squeezed my hand as I went by.
He found us a small room off the main chapel, two folding chairs and nothing else. I grabbed the back of one of the chairs to balance myself. I leaned heavily on it. Vic put a hand on my lower back.
“What is it?”
I blurted out the words before I could think twice. “I don’t know if I can do this.”
“The rehearsal?” He frowned at me and put his hands on his hips, his blond hair perfectly gelled, his clothes perfectly pressed. Nothing about him was out of place, not in any aspect but still … .
“No. Not the rehearsal. The wedding.” I waited for him to flip out, to call me a bitch and storm off. Maybe I was even hoping for it.
Instead, his arms circled around me and he … laughed. “Oh, Baby. That’s just pre-wedding jitters. It’ll be just fine. Trust me, okay?” He leaned back so he could smile at me and I looked up at him, feeling my heart pounding against his. I did love him; I knew that, he was a good man (God, how many times had I soothed myself with that fact?) and that he would be a good father when that time came. I just didn’t love him with a passion that consumed me.
So why couldn’t I put Darwin from my mind, worse, how had he worked his way into my heart? Had I let it happen as a way out, or was I somehow flawed, just unable to see how good I really had it?
Guilt swamped me; hit my guts in an unexpected rush. Nana had always said that searching for more than was possible would only bring heartache. And look at what had happened. I’d never been in so much heart pain in my life, all because I looked away from the good thing that I had. The good man who loved me. Nana’s voice seemed to whisper through my mind, her final words sitting at the forefront of my thoughts.
Let go of your girlish fantasies, they’ll only leave you alone and wishing you’d done the right thing. Darwin wouldn’t leave when his wife tricked him, he won’t leave her for you. He’s too loyal, no matter what there is between you and him.
I let out a slow breath, my head clearing. I knew what I had to do.
“You’re right, Vic,” I slid back into his arms and laid my head on his chest, tears escaping my tightly closed eyes. “This time tomorrow we’ll be married and off on our honeymoon.”
Chuckling, Victor kissed the top of my head. “About that … .”

The dinner and dance that was planned for after the rehearsal packed the restaurant Celia had picked with all the people Celia had invited. That was to be expected. What I hadn’t expected was to see Fiona and Darwin step through the door.
“What are they doing here?” I squeaked out, a sense of claustrophobia squeezing the air out of my lungs.
Victor chuckled. “Well, with you two all but siblings, I thought it would be nice to have them here. Besides, Fiona told me at the dinner how much she loved weddings.” His eyes seemed to be searching my face, “That is okay, isn’t it?”
I gave him a jerky nod. “Of course, I was just surprised.”
Penny slid in beside me, leaned in as Victor stepped away toward the incoming stream of guests, and whispered, “That’s Darwin, isn’t it?”
“Yes, how did you know?”
“The way you looked at him.” Penny turned her eyes to mine and I didn’t like what I saw there.
Pity. For me. And I was the one getting married. Shouldn’t it have been the other way around? Shouldn’t I have been feeling bad for her? Shouldn’t the bride be feeling bad for the bridesmaid who had no courters on the sidelines?
A flash of lightning lit up the restaurant, and the guests all ooohed and aaahed. The lightning was followed closely by a shocking rumble of thunder and then the rain started, heard easily as it pounded on the roof of the building. The weather matched my mood.
“Maybe the storm is a sign,” Penny said, pointing to the ceiling. As if I’d somehow missed the sudden weather change.
She didn’t say anything more, and other than a wave from across the table to Fiona and Darwin, I just had to sit there. Act like I was happy, act like I couldn’t wait to be Mrs. Victor Babcock.
The meal came in waves—appetizers, soup, entrée, and then two kinds of dessert. This was Victor’s parents’ bill and I felt bad for them, their faces paling with each new plate. No doubt Celia had just put this into action without asking them, or even remembering that they weren’t wealthy.
I made my way to her side, determined to right this. “Celia, please tell me you ran this menu by Mr. and Mrs. Babcock before you just arranged this dinner? Robert has a heart condition, you can’t spring things like this on him.”
Frank leaned close, his cologne overpowering my nose. “This is their one contribution, surely they aren’t complaining?”
I ignored him, my spine stiffening. “Celia, you didn’t answer me.”
By her face and the way she wouldn’t look me in the eye, I had my answer.
“That is a dirty trick; you can’t just book a restaurant, fill it with your friends and then expect them to pay. That is low,” I said, standing up straight. Or at least I tried to.
Frank grabbed my arm behind Celia’s back and pulled me back down, his eyes glittering with suppressed anger. “Don’t you talk to your mother like that.”
“Let go of me, Frank.” I glared at him and then there was another hand on Frank’s.
“Let her go.”
Darwin had come to my rescue, all but ripping Frank’s hand from my wrist. Frank glared at us both, his eyes darting between us, but I knew he wouldn’t do anything, not with all these people here. Not with Celia starting to turn around. I stepped back and looked over to Victor’s parents. Mostly so Frank wouldn’t try to read me, something he was so good at and I knew, I just knew, that he would see something between me and Darwin. And then he’d exploit it.
“Aren’t you going to introduce me to your friend, Brielle?” Frank’s voice slid to his smooth and deadly tones, ones I knew too well. I took a deep breath. Screw it.
“No, I’m not. I have to go and make right the very large wrong my mother has created.” I strode away from them, knowing Darwin could take care of himself.
I made my way to my almost in-laws and crouched beside them. “Hey, I just wanted to come over here and let you know that you aren’t going to be paying for the whole dinner.”
Victor’s mother, Grace, put a hand to her chest. “Oh, my dear. Thank you, I was feeling just sick seeing all these people and thinking we were paying—”
Robert, his father, put a hand on his wife’s shoulder and smiled down at me, some color returning to his cheeks. “Thank you, Brielle, for letting us know. That would have been embarrassing if we’d had to try and pay for the full meal.”
I smiled back, grateful at least that my in-laws were sweethearts. “No problem, thank you for everything you’re doing to help with the wedding, I appreciate it so much.”
Grace reached out and cupped my cheek. “Victor is a very lucky boy, we couldn’t be happier to welcome you into our family.”
My guts lurched and I don’t know what I said, only knew that I had to go somewhere else, anywhere else. Anywhere that wasn’t where people thought I was a happy, blushing bride.
The hearty dinner and fluffy mousse were about to make a re-appearance, much to my horror. Doing the best I could not to scramble, I all but ran for the bathrooms. Gasps went up around the room, following me into the bathroom. I made it just in time, spewing my dinner into the first open stall toilet.
Two sets of footsteps echoed into the bathroom after me and I pushed the stall door shut, locking it behind me.
“Darling, did you eat something off? I won’t have you sick the night before your wedding.” Celia’s bright blue heels peeked at me from under the stall door.
“I just need a minute.”
“Do you want me to get you something to drink? If it’s the food, I need to tell the chef right away, so he can at least come and apologize to you. Can you imagine food poisoning the night before your wedding? What a horror!”
“One can only hope,” I muttered, a hand braced on either side of the stall.
“What did you say?” Celia gasped, and I could just see her placing a hand over her throat, clutching at herself.
“She said, she could only hope to get food poisoning.” Penny’s voice rang out through the bathroom and if I thought Celia had gasped before, it was nothing to the sharp intake of air the second time around.
“How dare you! Get out of here—you have always been a terrible influence on Brielle. Get out, get out right now!”
I opened the stall door, startling my mom. “Stop it, just fucking stop it. Go back to the guests. I just need a few minutes.” A boom of thunder overhead punctuated my words, and the lights in the bathroom flickered.
Celia stared at me, her eyes so like mine, but they were as wide as saucers. “You would use that kind of language with me?”
“Get out. I need a minute. Don’t make me ask you again.” I was shaking, the fear and panic, the confusion and the heartache whirling through me, raging like the weather outside.
Celia gave me a nod, her eyes going cold. “Fine. But if you don’t come out in ten minutes, I will send Victor in for you.” Was she really going to use Victor as a threat?
She spun, her heels clacking on the floor, but before the door swung shut behind her, I said, “And you and Frank are paying for half of the meal tonight. Since you invited all your friends. Or you can ask your friends to pay for themselves—I really don’t care which. But Victor’s parents are not paying for this whole night.”
Her back stiffened, but she didn’t answer me, just stalked out, the door finally shutting softly behind her. Penny walked to the sink and yanked out what looked to be a yard of paper towel, and ran it under the water. Without a word, she handed it to me and I pressed the sodden towel to my face, and then wiped the back of my neck. “Thanks.”
“You’re a fool if you marry him. You know that, right?”
God, I was so tired of everyone telling me what to do. But I wasn’t exactly a stellar example of making a choice on my own. For years, I’d lived by my Nana’s creed, to be safe, to be good, to never stray.
Then I’d done my best to live up to my parents’ expectations, to never rebel, to never embarrass them. I’d even tried to make Frank proud for a while, till I realized that he was intent on ruining mine and my mother’s relationship.
Then for Victor … I’d let him make decisions for me, without ever really questioning them. Because I didn’t want to disappoint anyone, because I didn’t want to let them—my parents, my nana, Victor—down.
“We aren’t even having a honeymoon now. Vic got called into the new office. He has to be there the day after the wedding,” I said into the towel.
“Are you shitting me?” Penny groaned. “I know you, Brielle. You are not this person, this girl who just sits back and lets things happen. I saw a glimpse of her just now, telling her mother off, and for good reason, but she’s gone again. I remember the girl who fought to get to the top of the trees before the boys. The girl who went skinny dipping with me when she turned fifteen. Where is that girl, what happened to her?”
I pressed the towel to my eyes, blacked out the world for split second. I’d made a spectacle of myself, running out of the room like that. The thing was, it had been so long since I’d done anything but what everyone else wanted, I wasn’t sure I had it in me. To break the rules, to step out and take control of my life.
“Can you see if the party is breaking up?” My voice was muffled in the towel, but she heard me.
“Yeah, sure.” Her footsteps faded and the creak of the door whispered her passing.
Dropping the towel into the garbage, I stared into the mirror, the lights flickering again.
“Yeah, they’re being ushered out, and it looks like your mom is making her friends pay for themselves at least. Though Frank isn’t happy about it.” She laughed, as she turned around and took a step toward me. The room lit up with a bolt of lightning that illuminated the startled look on Penny’s face before the lights went out and we were in pretty much complete and total darkness.
“Crap,” I muttered, my eyes watering from the bright flash. Once my eyes adjusted, I could see that we weren’t totally in the dark—there were a few windows that let in light from the night outside.
“Here, take my hand.” Penny’s hand smacked into my stomach and I grabbed it.
“Blind leading the blind?”
She snickered. “Just like always.”
With only a few small, frosted windows, there wasn’t much light at all, and we took our time to work our way along the edge of the room, toward where we thought the door was, no more words spoken between us. The only sound besides our breathing was the occasional boom of thunder and the constant drumming of rain on the restaurant roof.
Once back out in the main room, the going was easier. Candles had been lit and the restaurant was empty of not only the wedding reception, but all the other patrons too.
Except for Darwin. He stood at the front door, a flashlight in his hand. Even in the dim light, I knew it was him. My heart knew it was him.
I pulled myself together. “Where is Victor?”
“He left, said you were going to stay with Penny tonight, last night of being a bachelorette.” Just the sound of his voice eased the tension in my muscles, the fear in my heart.
Penny twisted out of my hands. “Oh, no, she can’t come with me. I’m going to Beau’s house tonight.” She winked at me. We both knew there was no ‘Beau,’ but she just kept on talking. “But you have a key to my place since I’m staying with him.” She pushed me hard, forcing Darwin to catch me.
His arm slipped around my waist, his hand curling against my hip.
Penny flaunted past him. “Think you can give her a ride home, Darwin?”
He didn’t let me go, didn’t let the space between us rise up like so many times before. “Sure. I can give her a ride.”
You’ll miss out on the ride of your life. He didn’t say those words, but he’d said them once before, and the memory set my heart to galloping out of control.
In a flash of lightning, Penny was gone and we were left standing there, in the restaurant. “Where’s Fiona?”
“She wanted to talk to your mom about renewing our wedding vows with a full-on ceremony. So she got a ride with your parents.”
“And you stayed.”
He looked down at me, a soft smile playing on his lips. I reached up and touched his dimple, knowing the ground we tread was beyond dangerous. It had the power to tear apart multiple lives, to break up marriages … to give me the one person I wanted with all my heart.
The manager came up behind us, clapping his hands, and I dropped my hand from Darwin’s face, heat flushing up my neck.
“Everyone must leave; I’m sorry, I know the weather is terrible, but you must go.” He made a shooing motion with his hands.
Darwin’s hand slid over my hip, and took my hand in his. “You ready to run?”
I nodded, biting my bottom lip. His words invoked something in me, a desire to run away.
With him—as far as we could go and then farther. To throw caution to the wind and let the storm drive us where it would.
Running out of the restaurant, the rain soaked us in seconds, our clothes clinging to us as we leapt into the Chevy.
“Here,” He slammed his door and reached behind the seat, handing me a towel. “I always have one, for emergencies.”
I took it, drying my face and arms, and handing it back to him. “Thanks.”
“Are we going to talk about this?”
His words caught me off guard. “About what?”
With a twist, he cranked the key and the engine rolled over smoothly. “About us.”
If I thought my heart had been pounding before, it was nothing to what happened inside my chest now.
“I’m not sure I follow.”
He snorted. “You’re telling me that you don’t feel anything but friendship, that there is no spark between us? That you didn’t want me to kiss you under the sycamore tree? That all the time we’ve spent together means nothing to you?”
Oh shit. My body responded to his words, traitor that it was. I could do this; I could face this head on.
“You’re a married man, Darwin, and I’m getting married tomorrow. There is no ‘us.’ There can’t be. You know that.”
As he pulled onto the highway, he reached across and took my hand. “All right, if this is the last time I’m going to see you, then sit next to me. Please.”
My heart squeezed and expanded in my chest at the same time, as if trying to stop the blood flow in my body. Because if I could stop that, then the pain of what could never be arching through my soul, piercing me straight through wouldn’t be felt so keenly. I slid across the seat, buckling into the middle seatbelt. He draped his arm across my shoulder and I put a hand on his leg, his muscles tensing under my hand. This was it; I was moving away, we couldn’t even pretend to be friends after this. Not that we were ever really friends, there had been something more right from the beginning, something I still didn’t understand. How was it possible? Nana had been wrong; you could find someone who was more than 60%, or even Victor’s staggering 65%.
I lay my head on his shoulder, breathing in his smell, the feel of his body even through our clothes, a memory I wanted to hang onto for the rest of my life.
His mouth moved against my hair. “The school I got accepted to. It’s in Indianapolis.”
I closed my eyes, a mixture of excitement, relief, shame and yet more pain streaking through me. I lifted my head, to look him in the eyes.
“Why?”
“I can’t let you go, Brielle. I’ve tried. Hell, that month, after the dinner—” His hand slipped up to my neck, fingers caressing my skin sending waves of pleasure straight through me, my body reacting as if he were the first to ever touch me. As if my skin had never known another’s touch.
“I couldn’t stop thinking about you marrying Vic. You’re right, he is a good guy, there’s nothing really wrong with him. But he isn’t good enough for you. He doesn’t treat you the way he should.”
I bit back the words that were spilling up in me. So many things that I just couldn’t say. Like how safe I was with him, how he’d been the only one besides Penny to believe me about Frank, how every little imperfection in him only made me love him more.
We pulled up to Penny’s apartment and Darwin turned the truck off, but left the radio playing.
Unchained Melody floated through the truck, just loud enough that I could pick out the words between the pounding of the rain on the roof of the cab and the rolls of thunder that rippled through the air. None of it could compete with the hammering of my heart as Darwin slid closer to me, one arm going around my waist, the other around my shoulders, as he pressed his forehead against mine.
“I don’t know what to do, Brielle. I’ve never felt like this … about anyone.”
I lifted my hands to his cheeks, holding him with a soft touch that barely skimmed along his skin. “You aren’t that man, Darwin, you aren’t the man that runs around on his wife. And I’m not the girl who carries on an affair with a married man. This isn’t right, not for either of us. Not like this. We’ve been playing with fire, and we both knew it. We should have stopped this long ago.”
His hands stilled on my waist. “What are you saying?”
“We just aren’t meant to be. You and Fiona, she could be pregnant right now, you’ll be a family; I can’t take that away from you. And Victor, he loves me. How many lives—” I couldn’t stop the hitch in my voice, the sob curling its way up my throat. “How many lives would we destroy, for something we can’t even say, for something that should be beautiful, but could become so ugly for the damage it would do? How could we be together with that weighing over us?”
He shook his head, his hands tightening on me. “I love you, Brielle. There isn’t much else to understand but that. And love is never ugly. We could get through this. I know we could.”
“We have to let go of each other.” That was the truth, and I hated that it was the right thing. Hated that in the end, I would always do the right thing. That’s just who I was; Penny was wrong, the girl I had been was never coming back. I finally, painfully, lifted my eyes to his. “We have to say goodbye, there are too many other people, too many other hearts to be broken for this to be okay. I can’t see you in Indianapolis. It would be too hard.”
He pressed his forehead to mine again, so close, and yet so far away. How could I never see him again? How could I live knowing he slept somewhere not at my side? Yet my head kept telling me the truth.
Look at the hurt and heartache you’re feeling now, and this is without him being in your arms. Without him in your bed. Stick with the safe bet; do the right thing. Victor will never hurt you like this. Nothing Victor could ever do would be as painful as this.
“Just give me one thing,” Darwin said, his eyes never leaving mine, searing into me, stealing what was left of my heart, though I would have given it gladly to him. “Kiss me goodbye.”
The tears were free falling from both of us, as he cupped my face, his thumbs rubbing across my cheekbones, sweeping the tears away. “I just want to be able to look back, to say that I had this moment, with the most amazing person I’ve ever known. To be able to remember this … to remember you in my arms, just one time.”
I tried to smile, I did, but my lips trembled too hard. He bent his head, brushed his lips against mine, our breath mingling as the storm raged outside.
A bolt of lightning cracked over our heads, but Darwin didn’t rush, didn’t try to hurry the moment.
The gentle pressure of his hands, the feel of his skin as I slid my fingers up under his shirt, and then the taste of him as he took my mouth fully.
An intense longing I’d never experienced rocked through me, and I found myself crawling onto his lap, whispering his name over and over between the kisses I scattered over his face. The need to be close to him overcoming any good sense left in me.
Tongues caressed, tears fell, an overwhelming heat rolled between us, a raging fire I grasped at as the world tried to put the flames out. Muscles trembled, voices cracked on whispered promises we both knew would be broken as the world seemed to pause, and hover over us for those few moments; giving us the chance to say goodbye.
His hands were under my shirt, stroking along the length of my spine and the heat shifted; I lifted my hand, sliding a finger between our mouths, pressing it against the moisture of his lips. “Stop, Darwin, we have to stop.”
Desire, hot and untamed, burned in those violet blue depths. “Penny isn’t coming home tonight. We could have tonight.”
I wanted him, so, so badly. I closed my eyes, knowing I could never deny him if I looked into his eyes while I said what I had to say. “I have to go, Darwin. This has to be goodbye.”
“Tell me the truth, do you love me?” His voice cracked, and I fought to keep my eyes closed, tears leaking out from under my lids.
I could barely breathe as I slid off his lap, one hand still clinging to his, unable to answer, to tell him that I’d never loved anyone the way I loved him. That I never would love anyone the way I loved him.
“Look at me, look at me and tell me to leave, and I will.”
I couldn’t stop the sob that escaped me, no more than I could stop him from pulling me back into his arms.
“God, please don’t cry, Brielle, it’s breaking my heart.”
Crying, my tears falling harder than the rain outside, I jerked out of his arms, all but fell out of the truck and stumbled away from him. With both of my hands, I covered my mouth, backing away from the blue Chevy and Darwin’s pleading eyes, the rain soaking me through in seconds. His eyes, God, his eyes followed me with every step I took away from him.
“Brielle … .”
I lowered my hands, and put one on the edge of the open car door, gripped it tight enough to feel it bite into my hand.
“You have to go.” That was what I said, but what I meant was ‘I love you, more than you could ever know’. I pushed the door shut, firmly latching it. He hadn’t moved, staring up at me from where he’d been reaching for me even in that moment. In that last moment.
Before my traitorous heart betrayed me again, I turned and bolted for the building, hearing all too clearly the sound of his truck starting up, pulling away from the curb, and taking Darwin forever out of my life.
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DAWN CAME BRIGHT, cheerful, and too damn early. I’d barely slept, unable to stop crying. All night I’d swung in my decision. To marry Victor or not. To tell Darwin, ‘Screw the rest of them. I want you in my life.’ There was no path that would be easy, no choice that was clear; I only knew that the right choice, the one that would leave others’ hearts intact, was shredding mine with every passing second.
Exhausted, I knew I would be in no shape to drive to Celia’s and Frank’s house for my hair and nails, and while I didn’t know if I’d go through with it, I knew that I had to face them either way. I picked up my phone to text Penny and saw that there was a text for me.
From Darwin.
I love you. I’m coming back for you. Wait for me.
Oh my God. When had he sent this? I checked the time. There was no time stamp on it, the damn cheap-ass phone had glitched again. I clutched a hand around my stomach. Was he coming now?
Would I go with him? Run away, live a life that may not be good the way Nana had wanted for me, but a life that would give me Darwin to wake up next to every day? To know that he would be there with me, smiling at me, laughing with me, loving me? Holding me at night, wiping away my tears?
The decision flowed through me, understanding finally, finally dawning that we’d been brought together for a reason. That there was no way we could feel this strongly and not be together, despite all the odds.
Damn it, yes! I ran through Penny’s apartment and for the first time in months, I was completely at peace. My anxiety was gone; my heart was light, ready to fly. I grabbed one of Penny’s knock off Gucci bags, slammed it full of Penny’s clothes knowing she wouldn’t mind, toiletries, whatever I would need. I texted him back, laughing, crying, smiling.
I love you too. I’m here. Waiting for you.
Nana may have been right, but there were exceptions to every rule. Darwin was my exception; he was my 98%. We would figure this out; we would find a way to be together. No matter what happened, we’d have each other.
Bag packed, I ran down the stairs, checking my phone every few seconds, unable to believe the difference a single night could make. I touched my lips, reliving the kiss, feeling the heat and passion again, my body aching as I leaned against the wall of the building, smiling up into the sky.
I checked my phone again. No doubt he couldn’t text back if he was driving. I stuffed the phone into my back pocket.
As I waited, Penny pulled up, her eyebrows rising as she took me in. “Is that my bag?”
“Yes.”
“Why do you have a packed bag with you?” But as she asked the question, her eyes lit up. “OH MY GOD!”
I nodded, the unspoken language of friends once more in play between us. “He’s on his way.”
Penny screamed, dancing toward me. “When, when will he be here? Oh my god, I can’t believe you’re actually … oh my god, your mom is going to be PISSED!”
“I know. I don’t care.”
“Listen. I’ll take you to your place. Victor will be at the church already.”
Horror flickered through me. “The church … what if that’s where Darwin is headed?”
She fisted her hands in the air. “Oh, shit. Come on!”
We piled into her car, and Penny cranked the wheel, doing a completely illegal U-turn that had us both screaming with laughter.
“I think I love, Darwin,” she shouted as she wove in and out of traffic. “He brought my friend back from near death!”
I laughed, unable to deny it. Darwin had stirred things in me I’d buried and tried to forget. That life could be worth living, that a donut and a sycamore tree could be the best part of your day, and maybe even your life, if you were with the right person.
We careened into the church parking lot, but there was no blue Chevy. Shit. I checked my phone. Nothing. I texted him, fingers shaking with adrenaline, the spelling was all over the place.
I’m at the churh. I’m gong to tell Vic I’m not marying him. Where should I meet u?
Without warning, Victor was at my door, opening it, pulling me out and into a hug. “Baby, are you okay?”
I pushed out of his arms, shaking my head. “Victor, please. I need to—”
“I didn’t want you to be alone when I told you, that’s why I didn’t call,” he said, his voice softening, his hands squeezing my arms.
“What are you talking about?” I’d seen this look before, when my mom sat me down to tell me my nana had died.
“Is it your dad? Is he okay?” I knew that Robert’s heart condition had worsened lately, what if with the stress of the wedding and that stupid stunt my mom pulled had finally pushed him over the edge?
“No, Baby, it isn’t my dad. I think we should go inside.” He started to turn me toward the church just as someone came running out of the building, her dark brown hair streaming behind her.
Fiona saw me and let out a scream that chilled my blood and I knew, I knew in every fiber of my heart and soul what Victor was going to say. I pushed him away, walked in a daze toward Fiona as she ran to me, collapsing in my arms.
“He’s gone, dead. Oh my god, Bri, how can I go on? Darwin!” She screamed his name, over and over, but all I could hear was my voice the night before, whispering his name as his lips branded mine, as our hearts strained toward one another. How I hadn’t told him that I’d loved him. That I’d done the right thing sending him away.
There was nothing I could say, no words that wouldn’t be a lie. He hadn’t loved her, she’d tricked him into marrying her and he’d stayed for the same reason I had been about to marry Victor, because he was a good guy who made the right choices, did the right things. He was responsible to a fault. And now he was dead?
She didn’t deserve him in life, and she didn’t deserve him in death. But there was nothing I could do, nothing I could say. He’d trusted me with the truth; I wouldn’t break that trust, not even now.
Fiona’s parents pried her out of my arms and I stood there in the parking lot, watched her get dragged away, knowing that I didn’t have the luxury of breaking down, that no one, except maybe Penny, would understand why … .
The Upshaws’ voices reached me. Her mother spoke first. “I told you we shouldn’t have brought her here, that girl’s wedding is ruined.”
Mr. Upshaw shook his head. “But Fiona said she had to tell Brielle herself, that no one else could tell her.”
Fiona had made sure she was the one to break the news to me. On my wedding day.
“We’ll postpone the wedding if you want,” Victor said, his voice in my ear as he hugged me from behind. With a violence I didn’t know I had in me, I shoved him away from me, my hair coming out of its loose ponytail, whipping around my face like a wild woman.
“It’s off, Victor. There is no postponing it. There is no rescheduling it. It’s off. That’s what I came to tell you.” I spun and was running before I thought better of it, ignored everyone calling after me. I bolted across the lawn and along the road, heading for the highway, toward where I knew Darwin had been last.
He’d been texting me, he’d turned around to come back for me last night. If I’d let him stay, we’d be gone now, run away together. He’d be kissing me; I’d be holding him. I let out a scream as I ran, unable to hold it in any longer, my breath hitching, stopping, starting again. I stumbled, fell to my knees, got up and ran again. Pain, like a forest fire unchecked, raged through my body, burned me from the inside out. Charring my insides, dulling my ability to think other than to get to where Darwin was. It had to be a ruse; he’d faked his death to get away from Fiona. Yes, that was it. This was a way out of his marriage.
I would get to him, I would hold him tight and he’d kiss away the pain, heal the burn in my soul. Be the balm to my wounds. I fell again when I reached the highway, the concrete peeling away the skin on my palms. I saw the blood, but felt nothing except the pounding tempo of my too fast beating heart.
I think Penny picked me up. I only knew I was suddenly in a car, and then we were at the accident. Her voice, no matter what the words were, couldn’t reach me; like a foreign language, there was nothing she could say that I would understand. This couldn’t be happening. I had to believe Darwin would be there, waiting for me. He’d said he’d be waiting for me.
Please, God, don’t take him from me now.
Yellow tape, the shattered Chevy and chunks of metal strewn across the highway waited for us. The traffic flowed around what was left of the wreck as the police measured and counted. Bits and pieces that made up the accident were still being discussed, and pointed at hours later. As if a life hadn’t been lost, as if there was nothing more than a wrecked truck on the side of the road. There was no Darwin, no flashing dimple or winking eyes. Hands and a voice pulled at me, as if to bring me back from the madness the pain had created. There was no coming back; I could feel it stealing me away. I yanked away from whoever held me, ran across traffic, felt the brush of a car against my arm, the blow of a horn, and then I was through the yellow tape. A pool of dried blood, partially hidden under a portion of blue metal, pieces of leather seats on the edge of the road, no Darwin. The blood though, it was his, I knew it was and the madness snapped back on me like a rubber band pulled too tight, breaking as it let go.
Someone was screaming, someone was screaming his name, shrieking it to the sky, her voice breaking on the syllables as sobs seemed to be ripped out of her. I fell to my knees, glass burrowed into my skin through my jeans, acknowledged but not truly felt. The shrieking wouldn’t stop; hands were on my shoulders, holding me tight as I rocked, my body, heart, and mind disconnected from the world. Darwin couldn’t be gone. The world was not so cruel as to take the one man I’d ever loved, the one man who made my heart leap, the one man who didn’t try to make me someone I wasn’t, was it? No, he said he would come for me; I would wait for him. If I had to wait a thousand lifetimes, I would wait for him. He had my heart, took it with him, wherever he’d gone.
Please, God, this can’t be. You can’t have him yet. Did I say the words out loud? I wasn’t sure. I only knew that slowly, the world came back into focus, hours, minutes had passed, I didn’t know. Traffic flowed around us, the cleanup workers didn’t stare, just kept on sweeping up the wreckage, as if seeing a woman break down was the norm for them. I shuddered, gorge rising. I leaned to one side, my meager breakfast spewing on the pavement.
A hand brushed my forehead. “Brielle, please,” Penny choked on her tears, and I turned my head to see the fear and pain in her face. “Please, we have to go, you can’t be here. It isn’t safe. They’re taking down the caution tape.”
She was right, we’d been there long enough for the clean up crew to clear away what was left of the vehicles and sweep away the broken glass; they were indeed taking down the caution tape.
This was it, Darwin wasn’t coming back. It wasn’t a ruse, he wasn’t hiding from Fiona. He was gone.
“I killed him, Penny, I killed him. This is all my fault.” My words were sluggish with tears. The pain escaped me, coated my tongue, the consonants and vowels I spoke reeked of a shattered heart.
“Hush, that’s not true. He loved you and you loved him. You didn’t do this.” Her lips trembled, turned downward as she cried with me, her tears mingling with mine as they slid down my cheek.
I let her pull me to my feet, let her guide me back to the car. Because she was right, we couldn’t be there. No one could know what was between Darwin and me. I didn’t want people to think badly of him, for his last legacy to be that he was going to leave Fiona, that he was going to desert her. He deserved to be remembered for the amazing man he was. And always would be.
I couldn’t stop thinking, though, couldn’t stop the truth of his death from spinning a web of barbed wire into my heart. With each pulse, it bled out a little more, emptying me of anything.
I’d done the right thing; I’d sent him away from me. I’d been what my nana had always wanted me to be. I was the good girl; I’d made the right choice.
And it had killed Darwin.
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THE ACCIDENT HAD happened on the main highway. Darwin had been doing an illegal U-turn across the highway in the blinding rain and the semi-truck had hit his Chevy, splintering it like matchsticks. With the bad rain and the fact that there had been a death, the police had taken their time collecting evidence so they could decide who was at fault and whether or not charges would be pressed. There was a picture in the paper, blue tarps and yellow tape blocking the scene off. I’d been there and yet I couldn’t recall the blue tarps. Just the yellow tape. That and the chunks of the Chevy scattered all over the highway. The paper said he’d died instantly, he likely never even knew what hit him. Even having seen it in person, I could barely look at the pictures.
Thinking beyond the pain of the empty hole inside my body was impossible; there was no cure, no quick fix. Listening to the details of Darwin’s death didn’t make it more real. No, I kept waiting to see him walk into the coffee shop, dimple winking at me, eyes sparkling with laughter. I waited for him there for the first few days, a plate of donuts and a coffee in his spot. Waiting.
Hoping.
Praying.
Knowing it was all a lie. Knowing that he was gone, and unable to accept it.
Numb, I forced myself to do what I had to. To pay my respects, to act as if I’d lost a friend and not my entire heart and soul and anything I’d ever hoped for in my life. The barbed wire pain tightened with each day that passed, digging deeper into my heart, as if it would squeeze all I felt into submission.
The funeral was held a week later, and his ashes were spread by the sycamore tree; he was gone. He was gone and I couldn’t even fathom how this had happened. Fiona was drugged to the gills, practically comatose for the entire funeral. She didn’t have it in her to be strong for him, even now. I hated her for it, for being able to crash and burn and give into her grief, and I hated her more that she couldn’t give him his due respect. That he’d put up with her for so many years and she couldn’t even … .
Penny went with me to the funeral, cried for me because I couldn’t without the tears turning into an unstoppable river of grief. Because we both knew that if I was a sobbing mess, people would wonder. What with my wedding being cancelled on the same day Darwin was killed, the rumors floated, thick as pollen in the spring over the reasons why. Not that I cared. I was too late with my understanding of everything I’d given up, but I refused to go back to that doormat I’d become, that I’d let others walk on. I wouldn’t give into them any longer. This was Darwin’s final gift to me; he’d opened my eyes. He’d shown me what I could have if I fought for it. The person I wanted to be, not the person everyone else wanted me to be.
I gripped my purse as I walked back to my car after the funeral, longing to be home where I could finally let the tears flow, where I could sob until the last of my breath left my body, and a part of me hoped that I would follow Darwin down that last dark highway.
The funeral was over without fanfare, without any true understanding of what the world had lost, just like that, a few hours of recognition, tea and cake, a picture of him etched forever into the agenda handed out at the beginning, and Darwin’s life was shelved away. Done, gone without a whimper. Somehow, I was supposed to just go on with my life. Pretend like I hadn’t ever known him, hadn’t felt the love he had for me, hadn’t known that we should have been together.
“Heard you aren’t going to Indianapolis now.”
I turned to see Dr. Winston, dressed in a dark suit and tie, walking toward me. His eyes saw far more than I wanted him too, but I held my ground, my chin trembling.
“No, I’m not.” Poor Victor had left the day after our cancelled wedding, still begging me to reconsider. There had been no question of going with him or not. Victor and I had been done the moment I met Darwin, I just hadn’t known it then.
“I haven’t filled your position yet. You could have your job back, considering the circumstances.”
I smiled at him, but it was false, a pretend smile that was pasted on to make people believe I wasn’t hurting, when in reality I could feel the shards of what had been my heart piercing me from the inside, slowly bleeding me to death. “Thank you. I’m not sure what I’m doing now. But I’ll consider it.”
He nodded as he walked away. “It’ll be here, when you want it.”
Penny slipped her arm through mine, leading the way back to my car.
“Let’s go.”
I let her take the lead, let her talk incessantly all the way back to her apartment. I knew what she was trying to do—she was trying to help. But all I heard was a constant buzz of noise battering around inside my head, fighting with the numbness I clung to with the tips of my fingers. It was all I could do not to let the grief out; the screams of pain built slowly in my chest. Eventually they would spill out, the loss of my only love breaking through the last vestiges of my control.
“Hey, are you listening at all?”
I shook my head. “No.” I didn’t even apologize, but I knew Penny wouldn’t be offended.
She was silent for the rest of the drive, said nothing as we pulled into her apartment parking lot, said nothing as we walked up the stairs and she let us into her apartment.
Penny touched my arm, breaking through the silence. “Bri, do you want to talk?”
I stepped out of my low black heels. “I’m going to shower.”
She let me go, and for the first time that day, I was truly alone. I flicked the water on, slid the dial to the hottest it would go; then I peeled out of my clothes. With each piece of clothing, each small piece of flimsy cardboard armor I’d put between me and the world slipped off my heart.
Hot, burning water sluiced over me as I stepped into the stream.
The tears that fell were hotter than the water, burned me more fiercely than any branding iron. I braced my hands on the wall of the tiled shower, grief mingling with a sudden rage, a fury so hot it rivaled the water.
My body shook and I knew, distantly, I didn’t have the luxury of melting down. Others did, others could find a place where they could unleash their anger. But not me. I couldn’t wreck Penny’s meager apartment, couldn’t go to Celia and Frank’s place and throw lamps, tip tables and let the anger flow out of me in a physical release.
I flicked the water from hot to cold, the icy splash against my super heated skin drawing the first scream out of me.
Penny was in the bathroom in an instant. “Bri?”
“Get out. Just leave me.”
The door clicked shut and I spun the water dial to hot again. I slammed the flats of my hands against the tile, the water burning my skin, drawing another scream out of me, a formless wail of pain that had no meaning in any language, yet anyone who’d been lost to grief would understand it. The anger was no better than the grief, but it was something I could feel, something I could use.
Over and over again, I screamed, the flats of my hands slamming into the tile, grief and anger scorching me surely more than the water.
“How could you, how could you leave me?”
I curled my hand into a fist and punched the tile, felt my knuckles give, something cracking inside, the skin split and blood flowed over the white tile. So I used the other one, slapped and punched the tiled wall, screamed my voice hoarse, until the water ran cold, until my chest heaved with exertion and I slid to my knees, water pouring around me.
“Darwin. How could you do this to me?” How could he steal my heart, make me believe in a love so strong I would have given up everything I’d ever known, and then leave me, leave me to an emptiness I would never have known if I hadn’t loved him?
Hitching sobs rippled out of me; I couldn’t stop them any more than I could have stopped the anger rolling out of me. Curled up in the bottom of the tub, cold water sluiced over me and I cradled my hands, knew that I’d at least cracked the one, the blood from my right hand dripped slowly, stained the swirling water a light pink. I stared at it, mesmerized by the patterns that it created; wondered if Darwin’s blood had swirled like that in the rain on the highway.
The bathroom door creaked open. “That’s enough, Bri.” Penny reached in and turned off the water. She slid back the curtain, gasped when she saw my hand. She put a towel around my shoulders, wrapped me in it as if I were a child.
Again, I let her do what she wanted. She sat me on the edge of the tub, bandaged up my knuckles, combed and braided my hair back into a single thick braid.
“I was thinking, maybe now would be a good time to run away together.” She tugged lightly on my braid.
I glanced over at her, my brain more than a bit slow, fuzzy with grief. “What do you mean?”
“That trip across Europe that we talked about. Maybe now is the right time, finally. You need to be away from this, I think. You need to get some perspective and you can’t do that when everything you see reminds you of him.”
I had no money, what little I’d managed to save all gone to the wedding I’d cancelled. I had my little car that I’d scrimped and saved to buy, which had taken me almost two years to purchase. But now, the car meant nothing to me. Maybe Penny was right, running away sounded, suddenly, like a very good idea.
“I could sell my car.”
She smiled, tucked a strand of my hair she’d missed back behind my ear. “I could sell mine, too, though I won’t get much for it. You could sell that god awful wedding dress your parents bought you.”
Enough for a ticket, maybe only one-way, but what else did I need? There was nothing for me here. No reason to stay, no reason to want to stay.
I thought about my life up to that point. Always doing what others expected, what others wanted. Darwin had urged me to do what I wanted. To not be the doormat my life had woven me into.
I gripped the edges of the towel, stared at myself in the mirror. Haunted eyes stared back at me, a face aged with a grief so deep I doubted I would ever escape it. But maybe, maybe I could outrun the grief. For a little while.
Summoning up all the energy I could, knowing that I would never go back to being that girl, that doormat who’d almost married Victor, I answered her.
“Yes. Let’s go to Europe.”

“So, what do you love about France the most?” Jacques sat across from me, on what was my third date in a week. Penny and I had backpacked across Europe for the last year and a half, taking jobs where we could, sleeping in hostels, meeting people.
I had become what Penny referred to as a serial dater. I had to prove my nana wrong, yet with all the dating, I’d only ever proven her right.
“I love the food. And the people.” I tipped my glass of wine at him, quickly ran through the numbers in my head. He had a good job, nice family, was pleasant to look at.
He’d even brought me roses when he’d come to pick me up, even though the restaurant was only a few blocks from where Penny and I were staying. He had serious potential, and to be honest, I wasn’t sure how I felt about it.
“Do you want to be a mother? I am looking for a woman to be barefoot and pregnant.” He smiled and for a moment I thought he was joking. He had to be.
Jacques waited for me to answer him and I stalled, taking another sip of wine before I answered.
“Jacques, thank you for dinner. Merci beaucoup. I hope you have a lovely night.” I tossed my napkin on the table and stood up.
“No, no, don’t be like that, Cheri, it is what all men want. A wee wife with wee ones at her feet. You would make beautiful babies, ma chérie.” He reached for my hand, but I stepped quickly to get away from him.
“Again, thank you. Goodbye, Jacques.”
At best, the man had been hovering around Victor’s 65%, but with that little bombshell, he’d dropped well below 50%. Not that it mattered, not really. I’d felt nothing, and as much as I still ran the numbers on every man I dated, I depended more on what Darwin had awakened in me. The need to feel a connection that seemed to be missing with every other man on the planet.
Walking away from the restaurant, I looked down at the stylish blue dress I wore and the high heels that accented my well-toned calves. Backpacking across Europe had done my body a world of good.
If only I could say the same for my heart.
My mind wandered as I walked. From time to time, Penny and I had stayed in various cities for a few weeks, a month at the most. But I was restless. I couldn’t sleep; I didn’t want to stay anywhere too long. Even for Penny, we moved a lot.
When we did stay somewhere, I dated whoever came my way. I never slept with any of the men; hell, none of them had made it past the first date. But I dated as many as I could. Desperate, there was a part of me that thought if I met enough men, if I kissed enough frogs, maybe I could find my prince again.
I didn’t want to believe that Darwin was the only one out there for me. Yet my heart knew differently. My heart knew that no one would ever touch me as deeply, love me as truly, no one but Darwin held the key to my soul, the key to filling that empty spot inside of me.
The door to our apartment creaked as I let myself in. It wasn’t that late, but Penny was working long shifts as a bartender and her shift was set to start in a couple of hours.
“How’d it go?” Came her sleep query from across the partially darkened room.
I snorted. “Really, you need to ask?”
“One can hope,” she mumbled. The sound of blankets shifting, and I knew she’d gone back to sleep.
A year and a half and I still cried myself to sleep most nights, silent hot tears that would soak my pillow and leave my eyes puffy in the morning. I didn’t try to drown the pain in alcohol, drugs, or any other temporary fix. This was my penance for sending him to his death; I deserved nothing more than to suffer, to feel the pain of his death every day, to let it bleed me dry until there was nothing left of me. To know that he had been coming for me, that we had been so close, only to have it snatched away by a cruel hand of fate.
The next morning, I was up early, way early. Before dawn, in order to get to the farm I’d been working at for almost two months—the longest we’d stayed anywhere thus far. Domrémy-la-Pucelle was a very small town, and the farm I’d been lucky enough to get a job at sat on the outskirts of it. The area reminded me of home, with the open fields and the horses grazing here and there.
Jean raced Arabians, and he greeted me as I stepped into the barn. His long grey hair was tied back in a ponytail, accenting his sharply pointed face. He was kind, and at times reminded me of Dr. Winston with his gruff mannerisms. His wife, Marie, was short and plump and wielded a mean wooden spoon, but she had a heart of gold.
He pointed at the far end of the barn to the horse in the last stall.
“Today, I want you to take out Petite Chat; wind sprints in between the markers along the fence.”
I nodded and went to the tack room, gathered up the tack I would need. Chat was fiery, and I would need to be on top of things to keep from getting an unexpected dismount. No thinking about Darwin, my home, or the people I’d left behind. Just me and the horse.
Chat nickered to me as I drew close to her. “Hello, beautiful.” I stroked a hand down her face, then scratched her under the chin. In a matter of minutes, I had her brushed down and tacked up. I led her out to the mounting block, her legs flashing as she pranced beside me.
“Watch her today, Brielle,” Jean called to me as I swung a leg into the saddle.
I gave him a wave, then double-checked my girth, tightening it once more. Chat was dancing underneath me, vibrating with energy. With a light cluck of my tongue, I urged her forward, and she sprang into an animated trot. Around the property was a well groomed ‘track’ that, if you used the whole thing, was a mile on each side. Using the trees for markers, I reined Chat in. “Easy, just, easy,” I whispered, her energy flowing through me, giving me the escape that I found nowhere else.
Leaning over her neck, I gave a bare kiss of my mouth to her and she sprang forward. The wind whipped through her and through me, the world tightening to just that moment, the pounding of her hooves into the turf, my hands tight on the reins, the past behind me and growing more distant with each step.
Except that the past was never that far, never far enough. Ahead, the first marker was coming up fast. I asked her to slow, and with a snort and a toss of her head she obliged.
As she walked, cooling between that sprint and the next, I couldn’t stop my mind from wandering, and I found myself speaking out loud to Chat.
“Darwin would have like it here. It’s quiet and peaceful. Almost feels like home.”
She snorted, and I took that for agreement. With a pat on her neck, and the next marker just ahead, I tightened my reins. “Come on, let’s go.”
Again, we raced along the fence line, and in my mind I could see Darwin and me racing along the back roads, the horses running along beside us. Tears leaked from my eyes and were whipped back into my hair, the pain of losing him no less now than it was the day he died.
A streak of red shot out from along the fence, the fox startled out of its hiding spot. Chat hit the brakes, her body sliding to a stop that brought her haunches too far under her body in the damp turf.
Limbs.
Blue sky.
Fences.
A tree.
Everything blurred as Chat flipped backwards, slamming us both into the ground. The wind we’d been chasing rushed out of me, Chat’s body held my right leg to the ground. With a grunt, she scrambled back to her feet, taking me with her. I struggled to breathe as I slid from the saddle, stroking her neck. She trembled, her eyes rolling as she eyed up the fox, who’d stopped to watch the catastrophe he’d caused.
I smoothed a hand along her neck and then checked her over for any injuries. Nothing, she was fine, but maybe if I’d not been distracted, I could have avoided this. Damn, this was my fault.
Leading Chat, we headed back to the barn. The past was going to get me killed if I wasn’t careful. A part of me worried that maybe I was hoping for that outcome. No, Darwin would have wanted me to live, to take charge of my life—which I’d done, to an extent. But how did I deal with the past when I’d run so far away from it?
Jean was understanding and sent me home early. “But you come early next week. I will work you twice as hard.”
“Thank you, Jean.” I smiled, knowing that he would do no such thing. But he had to keep up his appearances.
I picked up the mail on the way home, surprised at the one letter. Back home in our little apartment, I was even more surprised to see Penny up.
“Hey, chickie. I was thinking maybe you want to go home soon. See how the homeland is doing,” Penny called out to me from the grungy bathroom we shared with three other rooms, all connected with their own doors. Like playing Russian Roulette if you had to pee in the middle of the night.
I stripped out of my dirty clothes and lay on my bed, staring out the window, thinking about Darwin, not really hearing Penny. Well, maybe not wanting to hear her.
“Bri, did you hear me?”
“Yeah. I’m thinking.” I clutched my pillow tighter, wrapped my body around it. Penny stepped back into our room, shutting the bathroom door just as one of the other renters stepped in.
“What are you thinking?”
“That if we go back the pain will start all over again. That it will be like ripping a scab off and the hurt will be as sharp as it was before.”
She tipped her head, nodding slowly. “Or maybe you need to rip the scab off, to face the fact that he won’t be there when you get back. Maybe you need to purge this once and for all. Much as I love this, running around Europe, even I can see that you are running away, even I know you can’t run forever.”
I snorted and tossed my pillow at her, ignored the truth her words tapped into. “You were the one to talk me into this, remember?”
“Yeah.” Her eyes darkened a little. “But I thought we were going for a few months, not two years.”
“Not two years. Eighteen months, there’s a difference.” I rolled onto my back, looked up at the ceiling. “I got a letter from my mom today.”
“Yeah, what did she have to say?”
A smile, not a big one, but a real one, tripped across my lips. “Other than the usual praise of Fiona and how well she’s doing, how strong and wonderful she is? How my mom thinks she’s the most wonderful girl in the world, moving on as she has?”
Laughing, Penny tossed the pillow in the air. “Yeah, other than the usual.”
It had become a running joke that Celia and Frank had somehow adopted Fiona in my absence; no doubt they would be happier with her as a daughter than me.
“Victor is getting married. Apparently, he knocked up his girlfriend.”
Leaning back, Penny tossed the pillow back to me. “Holy shit! How do you feel about that?”
“Oh, it doesn’t bother me in the least. I hope he’s happy. I’m sure he’ll be a great dad.” I let out a sigh, truly feeling no regret about calling off my wedding to Victor. Better to be alone than to be with the wrong guy for the rest of my life.
The rest of the letter wasn’t so easy to swallow though. “Fiona is getting remarried in a month.”
Penny’s eyes widened. “Seriously? Shit, does that seem fast to you, or is it just me?”
I shrugged. “Yeah, but I don’t think Fiona can really survive on her own. She needs someone to look after her.”
That wasn’t the whole of the story though. Fiona wanted me to come to the wedding.
And I was considering it.
Since Darwin had died, I’d done my best to live my life, not just as I wanted, but what my heart told me was right. Which was hard when my heart was so damn messed up. But Fiona had loved Darwin, in her own way, and for that I felt I owed it to him to be there, to support her in her new marriage.
“Penny, will you be my date to Fiona’s wedding?” I lifted an eyebrow at her.
“Bet your sweet ass I will!” She grabbed my hands and yanked me to my feet. “But before we go home, we need to shop!”







13
WALKING INTO CELIA and Frank’s home was, to say the least, surreal. Nothing had changed, the floors, walls, placement of the furniture was all the same.
But I’d changed, and coming home wasn’t really coming home at all.
“Brielle.” Celia’s voice was cool, her blue eyes disparaging. “So nice of you to come for a visit.”
“Oh, well, I couldn’t miss Fiona’s wedding,” I said, lowering my duffel bag to the floor and shrugging off my purse. Penny had gone to stay with her older brother, who she barely knew, rather than stay with me, which would mean staying with Celia and Frank, who so clearly hated her. I’d kinda wanted to go with her myself.
“Brielle.”
“Hi Frank, you’re looking good.” I held my hand out to him, in an attempt at being polite. Frank didn’t even lift his eyes from the newspaper his nose was buried in. I let my hand fall, looking from Celia to Frank, and then back again.
“If you’d rather, I can stay somewhere else.”
There was a heavy pause. and I knew that Celia, at least, wouldn’t want the scandal that would come with not welcoming her only child home.
“Actually, perhaps that would be best,” she said, her chin tipping upward. “I’m quite busy with Fiona’s wedding, and Frank certainly doesn’t need you in his way.”
What was there to say to that? Nothing. I scooped up my bags, pausing in the doorway, feeling the weight of the moment laid on my shoulders. What a homecoming. “Why did you send me letters, if you didn’t give a shit about me?”
Celia gasped, her hand going to her throat. “I never sent you any letters, why would I when you so obviously didn’t care about anyone but yourself?”
I frowned at her, bitterness and anger surging up through my body. “Well, at least the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree then, does it?”
I slammed the door behind me, ignoring the gasps, the bellow of Frank to apologize to the woman who never really was my mother.
Down to my last hundred dollars, I couldn’t afford a cab into the city, nor had I had a chance to charge my phone yet to call for one. Shit. Hiking my bags higher up onto my shoulder I started to walk, knowing from experience that unless I hitched a ride, this was about to be a long damn walk. Yet, despite that, I was kinda happy in a weird, told-my-mother-off kinda way.
My bag dug into my shoulder, the dusty road kicked up puffs of dirt with each step I took and I reminded myself that this was where I’d chosen to be.
That even though Darwin’s death had ripped me apart, it had also saved me from a life of ‘good enough.’ A life of never realizing my own worth.
“You know, Darwin,” I whispered, as if someone might hear me and call me crazy for talking to a dead man. “I still miss you every day. I still think about you every night. I hope you know that. I hope you know that your heart stole mine. I’m not sure there will ever be anyone else … and I’m beginning to think that’s okay.”
The wind blew across my face, the dust swirled and I shut my mouth to keep the dirt out of it. The distant rumble of a truck headed my way spun me around. I stuck my thumb out as I walked backward.
Silver chrome flashed in the sunlight, the big Dodge truck slowing as it approached me. The driver’s tinted window slowly rolled down and I just stared. Couldn’t quite remember to breathe because for just a split second, I could have sworn I was looking at Darwin, could have believed it was his crooked grin smiling out at me.
Which was ridiculous because the driver didn’t really look anything like Darwin; they were almost opposites in build and coloring.
The driver was a bit scruffy, he had black face hair, an angular face, and eyes the color of the Caribbean that snared me like no one since … Darwin.
“Need a ride? I’m headed into town.” His voice, a deep baritone, rumbled straight through me and my stomach tightened, muscles recognizing something in him that had been missing with all the men I’d dated over the last eighteen months.
Swallowing hard, I nodded. “Yeah. Thanks.” Hitching my bags higher on my shoulder, I jogged around to the other side of the truck, my heart racing as if I were sprinting with a twenty-pound bag on my back.
I stepped up into the truck, but he didn’t start to drive, not right away. He just stared at me, his brows slightly crinkled as if I were a puzzle he couldn’t quite piece together.
He tipped his head to one side, a smile creeping across his lips. “I’m sorry, but do I know you?”
I stared back at him. “No, I don’t think so.”
“I’m Micah Kingsley.” He held his hand out to me and I took it, a jolt of recognition shooting through me, as if I’d held his hand before, as if I’d known him before this moment. A feeling of belonging I had decided wasn’t possible for a second time, not in my life.
But that was ridiculous—
His hand tightened over mine. “Are you sure we haven’t met?”
“I’d remember you.” Heat swirled up my neck and into my face. I dislodged my hand from his.
“Yeah, I guess that’s true.” Micah settled back into his seat and put the truck in gear. I glanced over at him, took in dusty jeans encasing long legs, scuffed black cowboy boots and a well worn button down shirt that was rolled up at the cuffs. He was lean, but I could see the muscles flex in his forearms under the edge of his shirt. Could see by the way he held himself that the man had the build of a natural cowboy. Long, lean muscles, legs that would grip a horse with ease. So very different from Darwin. Behind the seat, I could see pieces of a bridle and several rope halters. Most definitely a cowboy. There was nothing here but a bit of lust, which I knew from past experience was at best, not a good idea. Didn’t mean I couldn’t be nice though.
“I’m Brielle.” I said. “McGraw.”
“Nice to meet you, Brielle McGraw.”
I took a breath, the scent of horse sweat, hay and leather filling my nose. For some people, they’d think it was awful, but to me it was the smell of home. “You work with horses?”
“Yes, I train the young ones and work with the difficult ones. Is it that easy to tell?”
I laughed. “The smell gave you away.”
“Did you just insult me, after I offered you a ride out of this heat?” He smiled, just one side of his mouth lifting up at the corner. The side I could see and my heart paused, waiting for a dimple to appear.
Of course he didn’t have a dimple, but my heart shook as if there should have been.
“No, I like the smell. It’s … honest.” God, what was wrong with me? How could a smell be honest? But he seemed to like the answer, nodding slowly.
“Horses are that, if nothing else.”
He leaned back in his seat, one hand resting lightly on the steering wheel, and again I was looking at the way his muscles shifted under his skin. Damn, just that small movement and I was squirming in my seat. Yup, definitely a lust reaction.
His eyes flicked over to me. “What about you? Are you from around here?”
“I grew up here, but I’ve been away for a couple of years. Travelling.”
“And you must know horses … .” His eyebrows quirked upward.
I nodded and gripped my bags tight. Not that I was afraid of him, but the way the air vibrated between us felt so much like when I was with Darwin it hurt, and I didn’t want to hurt anymore.
“I was a vet tech, I worked with Dr. Winston.”
Micah’s eyes widened. “You worked with Dr. Winston? Damn, you must have some pretty thick skin to work with that old bastard.”
“Hey.” I frowned at him. “He was good to me, and a great vet.”
“Yes, he is a good vet, but he’s kind of an asshole.”
My jaw dropped. “And you think I was insulting you? Seriously, Dr. Winston is maybe not the easiest guy to get along with—”
He lifted his one hand, and made a cutting motion through the air between us. “Time out. I shouldn’t have said that. It’s just that my experiences with him have not all gone that well.”
I snorted. “Maybe he’s not the asshole in the equation, ever consider that?”
Micah glanced over at me, but I stared straight ahead. If he wanted to kick me out of his truck, that was fine. But I wasn’t going to sit here and listen to some stranger badmouth my old boss. Maybe the old Brielle would have, but she’d died with Darwin.
“God, why do I feel like I should be apologizing to you?” He grumbled.
Whatever recognition I’d thought I’d felt had dissipated under our argument. “Because you’re being rude, that’s why.”
“I’m not being rude, I’m being honest. You’re telling me that when you worked with Dr. Winston you never called him an asshole under your breath? Not even once?”
Damn. I tightened up my shoulders, squeezing them toward my ears. “Maybe.”
“Maybe?”
“Fine, I will admit that he could be an asshole, but he never was to me. I just don’t like hearing it from someone who obviously doesn’t know him that well.”
Micah let out a deep, rumbling laugh that wreaked havoc on my body. I took a short sharp breath and held it.
“I know that old coot probably better than you do.”
“How so?” Micah couldn’t know Dr. Winston that well; I’d only been gone a year and a half, and I was pretty sure that a flashy cowboy like Micah would be hard to miss if he’d been around before I’d left. Then again, I probably wouldn’t have noticed him at that point in my life.
“He’s my uncle.”
I covered my face with my hands, embarrassment flooding me. “Oh. I guess—”
“It’s nice to know that at least someone in this town would defend him. Even if most days he doesn’t deserve it.” He slowed the truck to take a corner, and I stole another glance at him.
“So are you in town for long?”
“Permanently, actually. I have a long term position at one of the big farms here.”
Damn it again, why did my heart thump faster when he said that? I smiled out the window so he couldn’t see my pleasure at those simple words.
“You know I can see you smiling in the reflection?”
Laughing, I shook my head. “That isn’t fair, you can’t do that.”
“Do what?” His unusually blue eyes danced.
“I just got home, I’ve got jet lag, and I can barely keep my eyes open, which means I can’t be held accountable for my words and/or actions for the next twenty four hours. In other words, you can’t tease me.”
With another laugh, Micah took a turn, and within minutes we were at a familiar coffee shop and all the laughter died in me. I could see Darwin, sitting at our table, smiling at me, dimple flashing for a brief second before his eyes softened.
Darwin … .
Micah didn’t notice my hesitation, or the way my breath hitched in my chest. “In that case, we better get some coffee into you, and we can swap Uncle Bruce stories. Come on, I love this place. It has the best coffee and homemade donuts in the county.”
In a daze, I slid out of my seat and followed him into the coffee shop, got in line with him, ordered coffee, my eyes tearing up as he ordered donuts.
This was not happening … .
I clung to my coffee cup, followed Micah, but when he headed for the table I’d always sat at with Darwin, I cleared my throat. “How about by the window?”
He paused, gave me a nod, and we sat away from the other table, the one with all the memories I couldn’t—and maybe if I was honest with myself—didn’t want to escape.
“What brought you home?” Micah asked, right before he dove into the plate of donuts.
“I’ve been away for a long time. And a … friend … is getting married,” I said, stirring my cup absently, my heart and mind a million miles away. Was Fiona my friend? No, but there was a connection between us; Darwin would always be there holding both our hearts, even after he was gone. Well, maybe not Fiona’s heart, it hadn’t taken her long to get over him … .
“Hey, where’d you go?”
I jerked in my seat, feeling the blood drain out of my face. “What did you say?”
Confusion filtered slowly over his face, and he shook his head slowly. “You just seemed to go somewhere else, like you weren’t here.”
Heart pumping hard, I stood up; I couldn’t deal with this. These memories. “Thanks for the coffee, Micah. But I think I’ll walk the rest of the way.”
I had to get out of there, away from him, away from the memories and the things he was doing to me without even trying. This wasn’t a lust reaction, not in the least. How was it possible that Micah could be so much like Darwin? How could he stir the same emotions in the jagged edges of what was left of my heart?
“Hey, I didn’t mean to pry.” He’d followed me out of the coffee shop, and I did my best not to look at him.
“I’m sorry, I just … you remind me too much of someone.”
His eyes softened. “Maybe that’s not a bad thing.”
Startled, I spun to look up into his face, to see that he wasn’t teasing me. I swallowed hard, put my bags between us.
“Goodbye, Micah.”
He smiled. “If you need a job, I could use a helper. Someone who knows horses.”
“I’m not staying.” The words slipped out of me, but I knew they were true. Only a few hours here and already I knew I couldn’t stay. There was too much of Darwin here, and I could never let my guard down. I could never tell anyone how much it hurt me to lose him, how much I’d loved him, and loved him still. I didn’t want to sully his memory, or his reputation with what had been between us.
Micah tipped his half empty coffee cup in my direction. “That would be perfect. I don’t need a full time helper, just for a little while. A month at the longest.”
My hurried steps slowed, and I turned back to him. “A month?”
“Give or take a few days.”
A month of work, that would get me through Fiona’s wedding, would keep me busy and my mind on things other than Darwin. But working with Micah … I wasn’t so sure that was a good idea. In the extremely short time I’d known him, he’d sparked things in me, emotions and memories, that confused and scared me.
I stiffened my back, pushing the old Brielle away. This was what I’d been looking for all along, a spark that reminded me life was worth it. “Okay, yeah, that would work. When do I start?”
“How about now? I have a colt I need to help out and could use an extra set of hands.”
With a nod, before my nerves got the better of me, I headed back toward him. He held out his hand and I held out mine.
Our fingers touched, wrapped tightly around one another as we shook hands, all business. But if the flare in his eyes, and the spark of electricity as our skin touched, was any indication, it would be a test to keep our relationship business only. I swallowed hard, but managed to give him a smile, one that I felt all the way through me.
Because I knew that for the first time since Darwin died, I was looking at a man who had a chance at stealing the last pieces of my shattered heart.
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BRIELLE, YOU GOT him?” Micah asked me, his hand on my shoulder. The six month old, black bay colt danced on the end of my line, shaking his head and snorting at me. Orphaned at four months old, he’d been running pretty much wild since then, and this was, apparently, his first time with a halter and lead rope on.
“Yeah, we’re okay.” I worked the rope with gloved hands, easing the pressure with every step the colt took in the direction I asked him to go. This was our first stop, and the jet lag was really starting to kick in despite the coffee, but the colt was coming along, and I didn’t want to stop just yet.
“You’re smart and handsome, aren’t you, darling?” I crooned to the colt, his ears flicking forward.
“Damn, rather forward for our first day working together, don’t you think? If you start calling me darling, I’ll have to resort to giving you a nickname too.” Micah smiled over at me from the paddock next to me and the colt.
I made a face at him. “I was talking to my favorite boy here, not you.”
“Oh, sure, that’s what you say now.”
Laughing softly to myself, I focused on the colt, forced away the warmth that spread through me when I looked at Micah and caught him smiling at me. I continued to ask the colt to move, forward, back, sideways. He was a smart boy for sure, and by the length of his legs, shape of his body and already well-muscled hindquarters, he’d be a real mover on the track. Jean had taught me a lot while I’d worked on his farm, techniques that were coming in handy now. Techniques that were impressing Micah, which didn’t hurt at all.
By the end of our time at that barn, I had the colt walking nicely by my side, with only a few minor corrections.
“You have a real knack with him,” Micah said as the owner led the colt away.
“I wasn’t kidding, he’s smart.”
We headed toward Micah’s truck, weaving our way between paddocks. Micah’s shoulder bumped into mine, casual, like it was an accident. “Where can I pick you up tomorrow?”
That was a good question. Where the hell was I going to stay? My only option was with Celia and Frank, much as I hated to buckle and go back. I gave him directions to their place, cringing as they came out of my mouth. Even if they were pissed at me, I was a grown up enough to deal with them. At least for one night.
“Are you close to your parents?” His eyes flicked over to me and I suspected he’d seen me flinch.
“My mother and stepfather aren’t happy with me right now, and for the most part, no, we aren’t close.” I slumped a little in my seat, sliding my hands up and down my thighs, my fingers finding my thumb ring and spinning it for the first time in months. “What about you?”
“Just my dad. My mom passed when I was pretty young.”
“I’m sorry, that must have been hard.”
He shrugged, checked his mirror and changed lanes. “I guess. I don’t really remember her. You don’t know what you’ve lost if you never had it in the first place.”
His words struck through me, and I asked him a question that had burned inside me for the last eighteen months, wondering what a cowboy would have to say to it. “Do you think that old saying is true, it’s better to have loved and lost, than to never have loved at all?”
“Pretty deep question for someone so young.” Micah turned his face to me, enough that I could see his eyebrows were raised high. “But to answer it, yes. I don’t think love is ever wrong, even if it hurts, even if it scares you. You learn from it, become a better person, use what you’ve learned for the next time around.”
Shocked, I spoke without thinking. “And you thought I was being deep?”
He smiled over at me, a soft smile that lit up his aquamarine eyes, the dark slashes of his eyebrows highlighting the unusual color. “I can philosophicalize with the best of them.”
“A cowboy philosopher?”
Laughing, he turned off the highway. “Something like that. My clients like it when I say something that seems deep. Like: A horse’s heart beats in time with yours when you finally feel their truth and in that moment you can work as a team, one unit instead of two separate beings. Then, and only then, will you know what it is to fly without wings.”
My mouth dropped open, little chills dancing along my spine. “That was actually pretty impressive. Do you believe it?”
“Promise not to tell anyone?”
I crossed my heart, feeling a bit lightheaded staring at his jawline. “Promise.”
His smile slipped, his eyes sobered. “Yes, I believe it, though I would never have wrapped it up in pretty words like that.”
Celia and Frank’s house came into view and he gave a low whistle. “Nice digs.”
I snorted. “Don’t get all excited. I think they’re about to officially disown me. So I still need you to pay me.”
Micah smiled. “I’ll be here at eight tomorrow. We have a full day.” He reached out and I took his hand to shake it. Again, the electricity seemed to pass from him to me and back again and we snatched our hands back at the same time.
“Eight, I’ll be ready,” I said, then swallowed hard, unable to unlock my eyes from his.
“Eight.”
I smiled. “That’s what you said.”
“Right.” He smiled back at me, kind of a goofy grin like someone who just realized he was repeating himself. “See you tomorrow.”
Ducking my head, I nodded and slid out of the truck, closing the door behind me.
I stood at the edge of the driveway, watched him pull away, the billow of dust following his truck.
“Micah Kingsley, you are a dangerous man,” I whispered, turned, and headed into the lion’s den. If I’d only understood then just how true those words were.

Celia and Frank acted like I wasn’t even there. So I went up to my old room and threw myself into bed, without even showering. Exhausted from the jet lag and the long day with Micah, I’d hoped my sleep would be dreamless. Though after eighteen months of dreaming of Darwin dying, of him slipping through my fingers, I don’t know what made me think that night would be different.
I closed my eyes; fell asleep within seconds. And there in front of me stood Darwin, but for the first time, he wasn’t bloodied, wasn’t pinned beneath the truck, he didn’t scream my name as he died.
“Darwin,” I breathed his name, reached for him and he caught me in his arms, pulled me against his chest and I could feel him, really feel him as if he were there.
“Brielle, I’ve been waiting for you to come home,” he whispered into my hair. “You stayed away a long time.”
Tears slipped down my cheeks. “It hurt too much, I couldn’t come back.”
His fingers slid around my jaw, tipped my face up to his. “I’m here. I’ve been here all along. Don’t run from me, not this time.”
“I love you, Darwin, how can I move on when you aren’t with me?” I held him tight, as if by the strength of my love I could bring him back.
“We’ll be together one day. I can promise you that, Brielle. You’re the only one for me, and I will wait a thousand years if that’s what it takes.” His lips brushed along mine and I struggled to stay with him as the dream faded, wounds I’d thought were healing ripped wide open, bleeding me out from the inside. The light coming in through my window told me that it was a good amount of time before dawn.
With a groan, I rolled onto my side to read my alarm clock. Five in the morning. I knew from past experience there would be no going back to sleep. Scrubbing my eyes, I stood and stretched, feeling the vertebrae pop along my spine. The smell of coffee trickled under my door. At least I knew some things would never change. Frank would already be up, going over the stock markets, trading and selling, making money.
I showered, changed into my last pair of clean jeans and headed downstairs. Frank wouldn’t look me in the eye, acted as if I weren’t even there. The cold shoulder treatment wasn’t new. I mean, it was the first time he’d used it on me, but I’d seen him use it on other people. Usually, Frank gave me the full-on nasty side of him when we were alone. Thank God that wasn’t often. That didn’t mean I was going to put up with any of his bad treatment anymore.
“Did Nana approve of you and Celia, when you said you were getting married?”
He froze, slowly lowered his cup. “Why would you ask that?”
“Curious.” I reached to the top cupboard and pulled down my favorite mug, a giant cup marked with black and white spots. It held two cups of coffee, which was perfect for me.
“Yes, she did approve of us. Why wouldn’t she approve of me, you think your mother could have done better?” Frank sneered. “A woman with a teenage girl in tow isn’t much of a catch.”
I glared at him. “Except for our money, right? That was good enough for you to demolish my life?”
With a smug twist of his lips and a casual shrug, he went back to staring at the T.V., the scrolling stocks along the bottom apparently requiring his attention. He didn’t have to say anything else; we both knew I was right.
To pass the time before Micah got there, I threw my clothes in the laundry, all of them fit in one load. I stared at them through the glass in the high-end washing machine. The machine was chromed out like a hot rod. That wasn’t what really struck me though.
My entire world fit into one bag now; how things had changed. The laundry room was right off the kitchen, and I could see Frank still staring at the T.V even though he yelled at me.
“You better buy your own soap. We’ll let you use the machine, but you can’t go milking off us forever.”
I let out a slow breath, anger burning in my gut. What in the world had possessed Celia to marry that asshole? Did she really think that he would be a good father, or was she just concerned about how things looked? How he had a prestigious job and could afford a fancy house and cars? I hated to think so poorly of my own mother but the truth had been staring at me in the face for a long time now. She was a crappy mother, and she’d married a man who hadn’t made her any better of a mother. A man who’d in fact been verbally and emotionally abusive to her only child, and she’d turned a blind eye to it. As an adult, I knew that there was no way she’d not seen it, that as well as Frank had hidden his behavior, she’d known.
“And I hope you don’t plan on moving home permanently. By the end of the week, you need to be out. We have friends coming to visit and you need to not be here.”
His words echoed through the early morning. I sat down on the stool in the laundry room and took a sip of my coffee. “Fine.”
“Are you sassing me, young lady?”
With a groan, I leaned my head against the running machine. The smell of laundry soap and coffee wafted around me. Why couldn’t I have parents that actually gave a shit?
“Not sassing you, just agreeing that I will be out by the end of the week.” I took another sip of my coffee and muttered, “The sooner the better.”
I stayed in the laundry room until a quarter to eight, doing not only my own laundry, but folding a few baskets of Celia and Frank’s. Old habits died hard, I guess.
My mother wasn’t up, so at least I didn’t have to face her as I slipped out the front door and walked to the end of the driveway to wait for Micah.
The billow of dust was visible long before his truck, and he slowed way down before he reached me. Still, I got a good lungful of dirty air. Waving my hand in front of my face, I grabbed the door handle, opening it.
“Morning, Sunshine.” Micah grinned at me.
“Sunshine?”
“Trying out nicknames. Doesn’t really fit, does it?”
“Just Brielle is fine.” I buckled in and stole a look at him. He still smiled at me.
“All right, no nicknames.”
We drove in silence for a few minutes before he started to tell me about the first client of the day, and the issues they were facing with the older horse that had been rescued, the concerns about getting the horse back from the brink of starvation.
Curiosity finally got the better of me. “I thought you said you had a permanent position? But we’re going around to all sorts of clients today, from what you’re saying.”
He glanced at me and then back to the road. “There is a lull at my regular employer’s, so I get to take on whatever clients I want right now until the end of the month. I’m taking advantage of this. Nice to work with everyday people who don’t have their entire fortunes wrapped up in horses.”
He went on, talking about his job, and training. The sound of his voice, deeper timbered than I was used to, rolled pleasantly over me. I caught a whiff of cologne and a chuckle escaped me.
“What?”
“You put on cologne? I really wasn’t insulting you yesterday.”
He let out laugh. “Just so you know, I always wear cologne. It has nothing to do with you insulting me so thoroughly yesterday.”
“Just a coincidence?” Damn, I couldn’t stop smiling. I thought about Darwin and the dream I’d had the night before. Maybe Micah was related to Darwin? The timing would be right, if he showed up for the funeral, fell in love with the area and stayed. I wouldn’t have noticed him then, I was too lost in my grief, not that I would have been able to see him for anything other than just another person on the planet at that time. No, that couldn’t be it. Micah had already said he was related to Dr. Winston, and I knew that Darwin had no connection to the vet besides Fiona.
The day rolled so smoothly I was afraid that perhaps it was a dream, and as it went on, I became more and more convinced that Micah was connected to Darwin. Mannerisms, quirks, sayings. They weren’t happening every moment, but they were there, reminders of a relationship between the two men. Then again, maybe I was just seeing what I wanted to.
I forced myself not to stare at him, or think about him as anything other than a boss. For all I knew, he was just like my exes, and would end up using me. Not that I had anything for him to take, but still.
Then again, watching the way Micah handled the frightened horses, the ones who trembled with anxiety and skittered away from him, I could see the gentle heart he had under his sometimes rough exterior. Not unlike his uncle, really.
At the end of the second day, we headed once more to the coffee shop and I steeled myself against the emotional onslaught. But this time the pain was less, the memories softer, and I let out a sigh of relief.
“You did good today, Brielle. You have a natural hand with the horses.”
I smiled under his praise, my lips hurting from all the grinning. But after nearly two years of half-assed fake smiles, the real kind were an amazing relief. One that I didn’t want to stop.
“Thanks. Are you sure I actually helped though? I don’t actually have any training background. I worked on a farm in France for a few months, but that was mostly riding.”
He shrugged. “You don’t need to have a lot of training background. You’ll learn as I show you the ropes. By the end of the month, we’ll have you fighting off clients of your own.”
I swatted at him, playfully, he dodged my swing, and my eyes widened. “You’re lucky you dodged that. I’ve got a mean right hook.”
Laughing, he lifted his hands in surrender. “Got it.”
He bought us coffee, but no donuts, which was both a relief and a disappointment.
We didn’t stay, but instead, he drove me home. My body ached from the physical exertion, but I didn’t mind. For the first time since Darwin had died, my heart didn’t throb with each memory, didn’t clamor at me to cut it out of my chest and leave it somewhere to bleed the last of its life on the ground.
“Same time tomorrow?” Micah asked as he put the truck into park at the end of my parent’s driveway.
“Yup, you got it.”
He took my hand and shook it but the shake turned into a hold. His eyes lifted to mine, as he held my hand. “Brielle, I have to be honest with you. There is something more than friendship between us.”
The breath in my chest stilled and I struggled to take in a gulp of air. “Well, that was rather bold.”
“I’m not known for my subtlety.”
“Must get that from your uncle,” I said, my lips quirking into yet another smile. Damn him for making me so happy. Damn me for letting him.
He didn’t smile back though, his thumb rubbed lightly over my knuckles. “I want to keep working with you. I want to see what this is between us, because I don’t understand it. But I don’t want to string you along. That’s not my style.”
My heart pounded painfully, excitement coursing through me. Micah, for all the little I knew of him, made me feel as Darwin had. Like he got all of me, like he would accept me for who I was, regardless of my flaws and mistakes. “Okay.”
He lifted his eyes to mine, tightened his grip on my hand. “Be patient with me, I’m trying to figure things out as fast as I can.”
What the hell did that mean? I settled for simple. “Okay, but I’m only here for a month. Remember?”
“And you wouldn’t stay … not even for … the best job offer in the world?”
I opened my door and stepped out of the truck, needing to put some space between us, and this conversation. “I’ll see you in the morning, Micah.”
Smiling, he lifted his hand and then gave me a wink. “In the morning then.”
Again, I watched him drive away, my heart light, the pieces slowly knitting back together, one smile at a time, one touch at a time.
Micah was exactly what I’d been looking for. Different from Darwin, their personalities were distinctly their own. Yet both of them did to me what no one else could.
They’d both stolen into my heart within days of meeting them, without even trying.







15
BY THE END of the week, I wasn’t so sure I’d be leaving after the wedding. Micah and I fell into an easy routine of working together, reading each other without speaking. A give and take of understanding that flowed like water between us. He never pressed himself on me, but each night when he’d drop me off, he’d take my hand, hold it as though it were the most precious thing in the world. His eyes would search mine, and I’d stare back at him, wondering how I could be so lucky to have found a second man who made my heart try to sing again.
“Penny, I can’t wait for you to meet him, he’s amazing. I just … I just can’t believe he was here all along.” I gushed, yes gushed into the phone, but still kept my voice down. No need to disturb Celia and Frank, even if it was my last night staying with them.
“Bri, I’m so happy, that is the best news, like ever! Which is good, because I have some bad news.”
“What?”
“You know how I said my brother was heading out and you could stay with me here at his place?”
I let out a groan. “Don’t tell me … .”
“Yeah, he isn’t going now. I’m sorry, if he wasn’t such an asshat you could totally come and stay, but since the last time you saw him you punched him in the nose … .”
I let out an exasperated sigh. “We were fourteen and he grabbed my boob. What did he think I was going to do?”
“I know, trust me. But you can’t stay here.”
And just like that, I was homeless.
When Micah picked me up, he eyed the bags that I carried with me, and a soft thread of panic entered his voice. “You aren’t leaving, are you?”
“No, but I can’t stay with my parents. Times up, have to find another place to crash.” A part of me thought he would offer, thought he might tell me I could stay with him. Okay, so I was hoping, but the offer never came.
“What happened with your friend?”
As we drove, I explained the situation with Penny and her brother whose nose I’d bloodied and pride I’d bruised. Micah laughed so hard, he had to pull over. “You broke his nose?”
“No, I didn’t break it! I just smashed it good and made it bleed.”
“Oh my god, I would pay to see that. I can just imagine you swinging that wicked right hook … .” and he was off again, laughing so hard he was bent over at the waist, hanging onto the steering wheel for support.
I smack his arm. “Quit it! I’m homeless now thanks to my previous actions. See, you never know when mistakes will come back and bite you in the ass.”
He sobered up as if I’d thrown a drink in his face. “Yeah, you can say that again.”
After that, the whole day seemed to go downhill. The horses we were working with were rank, unresponsive, and in general not interested in responding to any of Micah’s techniques.
Horse after horse blew through the cues, until finally Micah called it in the early afternoon.
“That’s enough for today. They’re picking up on our emotions too much.” His eyes slid over to mine and I just shrugged. I didn’t feel any different, but I could see that Micah was struggling with something. Something about his past and whatever mistakes were there had him stirred up. At least, that’s what I was guessing, based on our conversation that morning.
When we got back into the truck, he didn’t start it up right away, just leaned his head back against the rest and closed his eyes. I reached over and took his hand, twinned my fingers with his. “You want to talk? I’m here. I won’t judge you, even if you were the one to kill Santa Clause and the Easter Bunny.”
Eyes still closed, he smiled and his hand tightened on mine. “You sure? You aren’t one of those girls who loves a man with a long white beard?” He looked over at me. “Yeah, we need to talk, but not here.”
I wondered if he would take me to his place, or if he would take me to the coffee shop. Turns out, he took me to neither.
Backing the truck into a barely visible dip off one of the backcountry roads, he got out of the truck and I followed. Climbing over fences we cut across several properties until I knew where we were.
I saw the tree, long before we reached it, and I knew that was the destination, felt it in my gut. I froze, my feet unable to take another step, I wasn’t ready to face the sycamore tree, to stand where Darwin’s ashes were spread. Micah was a few feet ahead of me and didn’t notice right away that I wasn’t with him.
He turned, his eyes searching mine. “Brielle? Are you okay?”
“We can’t go there.” I struggled to find a reason that he would accept, struggled to tamp down the tears and grief building once more in my heart. “That’s private property and I know the owners. They’re a bunch of twat waffles.”
A grin erupted on his face and he laughed. “Twat waffles?”
“Yeah, one of Penny’s better derogatory names. It’s stuck with me.”
“Maybe you’re right,” he said, walking toward me, catching my hand with his. “I’ll take you to my place instead. Did you figure out where you’re going to stay tonight?
Not with my parents, not with Penny, those two were out and that didn’t leave me many options.
“Umm. Not sure just yet.”
His eyebrows shot up to his hairline. “You don’t know where you’re staying?”
My lips twisted up. “I don’t have a lot of friends. But don’t worry about me, I’ll find somewhere.” For a heartbeat, again, I thought he would offer me a place to stay, a part of me hoped he would. A larger part of me knew that no matter how much my heart recognized a kindred spirit in him, it was too fast.
But his next words surprised me in a most pleasant way. “You could stay with me, if you need a place to crash.”
Shit, now what? “I don’t know if that would be a good idea or not.”
“I didn’t mean in my bed, Brielle, I have a couch.” He gave me a wink and the heat from his words and eyes burned through me, branding me.
The words on my lips seemed to die and he just kept on talking. “How did you think I was going to pay you for helping me?” His eyes widened and I stuttered, unable to keep up with him. “Damn, I’m good woman, but not that good.”
My jaw dropped and I just stood there staring at him. “Oh my god, you did not just say that!” I swatted at him, caught his arm and he laughed, sidestepping my second swing easily.
“Come on, you can crash on the couch. Or the loft if you prefer a little more space; no one’s using it right now.”
Still stunned, laughing, but shocked at how easily he drew the laughter out of me, I climbed into the truck.
As we drove to his place, the laughter flowed between us. Mostly he talked and I listened, but his stories drew me in. Close calls with horses, ridiculous clients and the silly things they did, turning points in his life that had brought him to Lexington. I noticed that he avoided all talk of what was bothering him. But I could be patient, he’d asked that of me and I could give it to him. We had all the time in the world.
Glancing at me from time to time, Micah explained. “So I had a job lined up here, almost two years ago, but I got sick and the doctors couldn’t figure out what was wrong. I had to turn the job down, but … .”
I stared out the windshield as we pulled into the Upshaw’s property, the white and red barns all but blinding me, a jagged shard of pain slicing through my heart. “You live here?”
“Yeah, I live on the twat waffle farm. They are the ones I work for. With her wedding coming up, I have the time off. You obviously know them well.” His eyes were teasing and sad at the same time.
“Yeah, I … I knew Fiona, she was a client of your uncle’s. I was … friends with her husband.” God, would it always hurt like this? Like the tears would pour out of me at just the taste of his name on my lips? I’d thought I’d started to let him go, being with Micah had eased the pain, but maybe it would never leave me fully.
Micah put the truck in park outside the barn. “You were friends with Darwin?”
I closed my eyes, Micah’s voice holding Darwin’s name was more than I could bear. “Yes.”
“Brielle … .”
I turned in my seat; saw through my own pain to the shock filtering across his face. His eyes dilated, his chest heaving as if he’d run a race against the thoroughbreds on the farm. Slowly, as if we were in a dream, he lifted his fingers, slid them along my cheek, wiped away tears I’d not even realized had fallen. I lifted my hand to his, my fingers curling around them, the pain in my heart easing and intensifying all at once.
“You’re the reason—”
His door was jerked open and Fiona was there, as pretty as ever, though there were no histrionics this time around. No squealing and cheerleader kicks. Maybe she had done some growing up after Darwin’s death. “Brielle?”
I slid out of the truck, the burn of Micah’s fingers on my skin intense, overwhelming me. “Hi, Fiona.”
“You came for our wedding? All the way from Europe?” She whispered, her arms going around my neck, pulling me into a hug.
Our wedding?
My eyes shot to Micah who was slowly getting out of the truck, looking more than dazed. Shell-shocked, his eyes lifted to mine, his face was pale as though he’d seen a ghost.
“You … and Micah?” I asked, unable to keep the surprise out of my voice. Not again, this couldn’t be happening again. What the hell … this was what he’d been reluctant to tell me about? What he’d asked me for my patience for?
But Fiona shook her head, a grimace on her lips that was gone so fast I wasn’t sure I’d even seen it.
“No, though I did try to snag this cowboy, he’s a bachelor through and through.” She batted her eyes up at Micah and he seemed to gather himself.
“Fiona is my boss now that Mr. Upshaw and his wife are retiring to Florida.”
She wiggled her fingers at me, a flash of diamond flickering in the air. “No, I’m engaged to James, who is amazing and he comes from an amazing family and he’s just …”
I helped her out. “Amazing?”
Smiling at me, she bobbed her head. “Yes, it’s such a story, I … you have to come to the house, so much has happened since you left. We can have dinner, you can tell us about your trip. God, Brielle, you look so different, so—I don’t know, there’s something different about you.”
Her eyes flicked over my face, as if searching for something.
I opened my mouth to answer her, to say something, anything, but I was at a complete and utter loss. All I could think about was how incredibly happy I was that it was this James fellow that Fiona was marrying and not Micah. Because for far too many seconds my brain had put them together and that had scared the hell out of me.
I followed her, my heart not sure if it would stutter to a stop or race off at a full speed gallop.
Micah fell into step behind me and I tried not to think about him, about the ties between us that seemed so strong. Still, I wondered at what it was he held back. At least he wasn’t engaged, or worse, married. I didn’t think I could go through that again, loving someone I could never have.
The three of us stepped into Fiona’s house, Darwin’s house, but the memories I had of him weren’t attached to this place and my breathing eased. Until the scamper of small feet snapped my head around, and a miniature version of Darwin tottered around the corner. The boy had his eyes, the same violet blue, dimples in his chubby cheeks, the same shape of his face.
Oh my god.
“Momma.” He reached up to Fiona who scooped him into her arms, her eyes softening.
“Hello, baby boy. This is Brielle, she was a friend of your daddy’s. Can you shake her hand like a big boy?” She turned him on her hip so he could face me.
Shock held me rooted to the ground. Darwin’s son peeked at me from under his lashes, the same flirting grin his father had teasing at his lips. But it was his eyes that drove through me, violet eyes I never thought I’d see again, eyes that I still dreamed of every night.
“Hello, Belle.”
I held my hand out, took his hand in mine, but couldn’t stop the tremor in my lips. “Wow, he looks, just like … .” Oh god, I couldn’t breathe. I forced air into my lungs, let it out in a slow exhale that shook me to the core. Too much, these were too many revelations all at once. Anything more and I knew I’d break, scattered to the wind in a million little pieces.
Fiona, oblivious to my reaction, jiggled the boy in her arms. “Yes, he does look just like Darwin.”
“Darwin,” the boy said, pointing at his chest, a pout on his so squishy lips. She’d named him after his father? Of course she had. I would have done the same in her place.
I couldn’t do anything but stare. There was nothing in me that could have prepared me for this, nothing … .
I started to back out. I needed a reason to leave. Now.
Before I got all the way to the door it opened and in strode a man in a dark suit, white shirt and dark green tie. My first thought was that he reminded me of Victor. Not so much in looks, but in how he held himself, stiff and proper-like.
His sharp green eyes flicked over me, rested on Micah for a split second and then moved to Fiona. “You didn’t tell me we were having company tonight. You certainly didn’t inform me that the help were going to be here.”
Micah stiffened and my eyes widened. This had to be James, her fiancé. And what a winner she’d picked. Maybe Victor wasn’t the right comparison; maybe James was more like Frank.
“Come on.” Micah’s hand was suddenly on my back, urging me forward. “I’m starving and you have to be hungry too. A half a donut won’t get you through the day. Let’s leave the lovebirds alone.”
I pressed into his hand. “Yes, that’s a … .” What was I doing? Going to run away again?
With every fiber of my being, every beat of my heart, I did not want to be here. To see Darwin’s son, and all that could have been for me if he hadn’t been killed. I couldn’t do this to my heart, not again. Threads of anger, bitterness, and pain braided into a chord, stiffening my spine. I could do this.
Fiona slipped her arm through mine, halting our progress out the door. “Micah, you get the barbeque ready so me and Brielle can have some girl time. James, why don’t you go and get changed into something more comfortable?”
With a snort, James dropped his briefcase and strode from the room. What a pill, he hadn’t even asked to be introduced to me.
“Yes, ma’am.” Micah reached for Darwin and she handed the boy over to him. God, with the two of them together, I could see the little boy’s love for Micah. Could see it as if it were a tangible thing. Chubby fingers cupped Micah’s face, and Darwin babbled to him, as if they were having the most serious conversation in the world. Micah nodded and interjected here and there, his eyes lighting up for the little boy.
“He’s so good with him,” Fiona whispered. “Until James and I started seeing each other, Darwin never knew any other father; you’d never know they weren’t really father and son, in truth. Micah took to him within minutes of meeting him. But I’m not really surprised about that, considering the circumstances.”
She led me through the house and out to the back deck where we had a view of the sun setting beyond the hills. I leaned on the banister around the deck, tried to imagine Darwin here with her and shook the thoughts away. There was no need to torture myself.
Micah and Darwin were crouched by the barbeque, side by side. Micah whispered something to Darwin who spun toward us with a squeal, his violet eyes glowing with happiness, a dimple appearing in one cheek.
Breathing seemed like the most difficult thing in the world, my heart and chest on fire with all that could have been. Punishment, this had to be punishment. The final nail in the damning coffin of my life to see Darwin’s son, and how alike they looked. A reincarnation of the man I loved in another woman’s child.
“Why did you leave, Brielle? After the funeral, I needed a friend and you … you just left?” Fiona’s voice, the pain still there, did not help with my state at that moment.
I licked my lips, choosing my words carefully. “I’d never lost anyone before.” Which was a blatant lie, but she didn’t know that. “I didn’t know how to deal with the grief. He was my best friend. I’m sorry, Fiona, I had to get away. I couldn’t be here.” And I was. I was sorry for falling in love with her husband, even if she had tricked him into marrying her. I had tried to stay away from him, but situations, and even Fiona, had kept pushing us back together.
“But you’re back now. I’d hoped my letters were getting through to you.”
“You … you sent me letters?” I didn’t remember anything from Fiona. Maybe they’d gotten lost in the mail.
She gave me a smile. “I thought you’d be more likely to read them if you thought they were from your mom. And she had no problem sharing your address each time you sent it to her since she knew I wanted to keep in touch with you.”
A bitter laugh escaped me. “You were lucky I had some parental guilt still hanging on, or I wouldn’t have. But I’m glad you sent them.” And I was. There had been times the letters from home had been a balm to the jagged edges of my heart, thinking that my mother hadn’t completely blacklisted me for running away from marrying Victor. From running away from my whole entire life.
Fiona moved to my side. “I have to tell you something. When Darwin died, they found a text message on his phone.”
I closed my eyes, ready for it. She’d known all along, how could Darwin and I have thought she wouldn’t see what had built between us? Of course, she’d seen it she’d just blocked it out and now we were going to have it out. She would scream, I’d apologize, and I’d leave. Never see little Darwin again. All around, it would be better this way.
“Fiona, I—”
“No, let me tell you what happened. His last words were that he loved me, that he would come back for me and that I was to wait for him.” She took a deep breath, her hands clasping one another.
Obviously, no one had told her that the number attached to the text was mine to spare her some pain that her husband was about to have an affair. And I sure as hell wasn’t about to burst her bubble for her. I knew the truth; that was all that mattered—that’s what I told myself while I struggled to not break down, as I remembered those words I still had saved on my cell phone.
She smiled over at me, her eyes filling with tears. “It was all that pulled me through those first few months. And then when I had little Darwin, well, he was a gift. And I thought maybe that’s what the text had meant, that I would always have a piece of him through his son. But it was more than that.”
I closed my eyes, did my best to control my emotions, to keep them off my face. I flinched when she put her arm around me, hugging me to her.
“Micah came here, about two months after Darwin was born. Do you remember, he was supposed to come here to train horses? But he was sick.”
Vaguely, I recalled a conversation about the … “King of horses?” God, how had I not put the pieces together? He was the horse trainer that everyone raved about, but I’d not been in the industry long enough for me to connect the pieces.
She squeezed me tighter. “Yes, that’s Micah. He came here, but not to work. He came to thank me.”
If I thought I’d been confused before, it was nothing to what my scrambled brain struggled with. What was she talking about? Thank her?
“Fiona, but what would he have to thank you for? He didn’t even know you until the funeral.”
“The funeral? Micah wasn’t at the funeral.” Her face crinkled with confusion.
“Isn’t he a friend of Darwin’s?” As I spoke the words, I knew that my assumption was wrong, but I had no idea just how wrong.
“No, Micah and Darwin don’t know each other, they’ve never met. At least not in the conventional way.”
What the hell did that mean?
She smiled, but tears slipped down her cheeks, hanging from her chin for a split second before dropping to the banister railing.
There were no warning bells, nothing that should have tipped me off to what she was about to say. Not that anything could have prepared me for it.
“Remember that I said Micah was sick? He wasn’t sick; he was dying. He needed a heart transplant and when Darwin died, they were a perfect match—”
I shoved away from her, the lines between what was real and what had to be a dream, blurring. There was no fucking way this was happening.
Running. I didn’t care that, yet again, I was running away. This was what Micah had been holding back. The truth of who he really was. My two bags bounced on my back, thumped against me as I bolted down the driveway. There was no way, no way I was going to stand there and listen to Fiona tell me that Micah had Darwin’s heart. The end of the driveway was in sight, the house lost from view behind me, when a rather large set of hands grabbed me.
“Brielle, stop,” Micah shouted at me, and I did stop, if only to hit him. Fists flying, I screamed at the top of my lungs. Angry, so angry I couldn’t contain it. He had Darwin’s heart, beating inside his chest, and he’d come back for Fiona? No, no, this wasn’t fair. Darwin wouldn’t have come back for her.
I couldn’t stop the flow of words once they started, even knowing that Micah didn’t deserve this part of my rage. I was angry at him, yes, but I was angrier at Darwin. The anger, and the hurt that had stored up all this time, I’d never let it all out. As much as I loved Darwin, a piece of me hated him for showing me what I could have, the happiness and love that had been only a short grasp away, only to take it from me in a single mind-numbing blow.
“You left me you bastard, you left me after you stole my heart. And she thinks that you loved her, and you didn’t, you didn’t love her. You were coming back for me.” I gulped on the words, whispered them. “You were coming back for me, when the truck hit you. Oh god, I’m so sorry.”
“Oh, shit.” He gathered me into his arms, held me tight against his chest as I sobbed. My ear was pressed against him, and I found myself listening for his heartbeat. Would I recognize it? Would I have known it was a piece of Darwin, if Fiona hadn’t told me?
Micah didn’t loosen his grip on me, his fingers tangled up and into my hair so he could hold my head while he looked into my eyes. “I came here looking for something, and when I got here I thought it was Fiona, I thought it was the little guy. I thought … they were the reason I’d been drawn to this place. But from the second I laid eyes on you, it was as if the world spun out from under me. I knew you were the reason, you were why I had to come here. This last week, I’ve never been happier, never felt more alive.”
Still hiccupping back tears, I couldn’t take my eyes from his, couldn’t hardly breathe with the wanting inside my heart. What was left of it shook and trembled with the possibility in front of me.
His eyes searched mine, and again I was struck with some deeper level of knowing him. “Brielle, I—”
I closed my eyes, his words coursing through me. I couldn’t do this, couldn’t barely think straight. “I have to go.” I pulled away from him, turned away from him, and didn’t look back.
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I FOUND MYSELF AT the vet clinic, the last place where I would have any chance of someone taking pity on me. Of course, it didn’t hurt that when I got there, it was only Dr. Winston in the office.
“What the hell, girl? I didn’t hold your job open after you took off.” He grumbled, but I saw the sparkle in his eyes.
“Good to see you too, Dr. Winston. I don’t suppose you could let me stay in the caretaker’s room tonight? I’ll look after any of the animals that need care, no charge.”
He eyed me up and down. “You’re filthy.”
“I was working with your nephew today.”
“Micah?”
I tried to smile, I did, but my heart wasn’t in it. “That would be the one, unless you have another nephew who trains horses?”
With a grunt, he turned on his heel and opened up the clinic. “Anything breaks or goes missing, I’ll sue your parents.”
“Not me?”
“You ain’t got no money. Blast it all to hell.” He stood there bouncing his keys in his hands. “I could use a hand tomorrow. If you remember how to do your job.”
I wasn’t sure I could work with Micah after this, and I needed the money.
“Why are you so nice to me?” I blurted out, again, blaming my lack of filter on the shocks that had flattened me.
Dr. Winston drew himself up. “Would you rather I was an asshole?”
Micah’s words about his uncle came back to me. “No, not really.”
“Then what does it matter if when I see a lovely young lady struggling in her life, with parents who don’t give a shit, and I want to help her? Maybe she reminds me of someone I used to know. Someone with eyes the same shade of blue as yours.”
Before I could say anything to that, he turned away.
“No animals in the clinic tonight, but I’m starting early tomorrow, be ready.”
The door clicked closed behind him, and I flicked on the lights. The clinic hadn’t changed much, but no one had cleaned up at the end of the day as they were supposed to. Even though exhaustion dragged at me, and I was emotionally wrung out, I knew that the second I laid down on the cot in the small caretakers room, my mind wouldn’t let me sleep.
So I cleaned the clinic, wiped down counters and drawers, put surgical equipment in the autoclave for sterilization, took out the trash, swept the floors, re-filled the needles and swabs in the examination rooms.
But the work didn’t take my mind away; it just kept my hands busy.
Micah had Darwin’s heart. Fiona had Darwin’s son. Fiona had wanted Micah, and he’d turned her down. That alone should have eased my heart, yet it didn’t.
Tears slid down my nose and plopped onto the floor as I mopped, adding their small amount to the moisture.
“What a fucking mess,” I muttered, sniffing back the tears. There would be no going back for me; I couldn’t face Fiona again, not after running off like that. So what did I do now? I couldn’t live at the clinic, I wasn’t sure that I even wanted to live in Lexington. The city, as big as it was, would always be too small.
Did I love Micah? No, it was too soon for that.
But the last week tied my heart into knots, showed me a man who was a balm to my soul, someone who made me laugh and soothed away the past for a little while. Made me believe I could love again.
He had a piece of Darwin, the best part of Darwin. And I couldn’t deny that knowing Micah had Darwin’s heart made him even more intriguing than he had been before. Before I knew. To have even that small connection to Darwin, so close, to have Micah say that I was the one he’d come back for. That both excited and terrified me. Did I want him because he was Micah, or did I want him because he had Darwin’s heart? Or could it be both?
Sometime after midnight, I was finally tired enough to sleep. The small cot and sparse army green blanket were more comfortable than most of the beds I’d slept in in the hostels around Europe, and I nodded off in seconds.
Darwin walked toward me, in my dream. Under the sycamore tree we met, his eyes pleading with me, his face shadowed with pain.
“Fight for me, Brielle.”
“For you, I would fight till my last breath,” I whispered. “Micah isn’t you.”
Darwin smiled, his dimple calling out to me, and I reached for him.
“No, Micah isn’t me. Fight for me. Please.”
I sat up in the cot, sweat and tears streaking my face and pooling into the hollow of my throat. I stared into the darkness, my breath coming in short, shallow gasps while I slowly calmed. Did the dreams mean anything? Or was my head trying to make sense of something that couldn’t be made sense of?
The restful sleep I craved, and so needed, eluded me. I woke up several times, confused by my surroundings, uncertain of whether I was in Europe or in Lexington. I sat up more than once, staring blankly around me, my heart pounding.
“Darwin.” I whispered his name, and thought I heard him whisper back to me. My foggy thoughts faded and I lay back down, tears trickling from my eyes, the words I’d screamed at him, at Micah, coming back to me. “I’m sorry, I wasn’t really angry at you. I’m just … it’s all just so unfair.”
Sniffling back the tears, I bit down on the words. My voice echoed in the clinic and I didn’t like the way it sounded.
Weak and pitiful. Lonely and afraid.
No, that was the old Brielle. The Brielle who’d been too scared to follow her heart, too scared and it had cost her the love of her life.
Closing my eyes, I came to a decision. I knew what I had to do, and the moment I made the decision, peace slid over me.
There would be no more tears, no more whining about fair or unfair.
I would face this new challenge—and Micah—head on. I wouldn’t make the same mistake I’d made with Darwin.

By morning, my confidence had wavered. Dr. Winston found me awake and waiting for him when he got to the clinic at seven. “What the hell, girl, did you sleep at all last night?” He peered around the clinic, inspecting my late night cleaning job, running his fingers along the counter top.
“Yes, of course. I’m young; I can live on fifteen minutes and a thermos of coffee for weeks. Unlike someone of your age, who I’m guessing needs at least a half an hour of sleep?” I pulled the schedule off the counter, waved at the receptionist, Darlene, as she stepped into the clinic and I stepped out.
“Well, maybe you can stay another night. Unless you have somewhere else to go?” Dr. Winston grumbled, walking with a bit of a limp toward the truck.
“I would appreciate that. Did you get hurt?”
“Horse booted me in the leg yesterday; stiffened up over night. Red-headed bitch of a mare.” He continued to grumble and I couldn’t help but feel like at least in this, I fit. Not as well as working with Micah, but close. Though I had to admit I was curious about Dr. Winston’s past; his reference to my eyes hadn’t been lost on me, but I wouldn’t pry. I had enough troubles of my own when it came to matters of the heart.
The day with Dr. Winston went as smoothly as if I’d never left, as if the last eighteen months hadn’t happened. Clients grumped about his crotchety behavior, horses were helped, and I was able to keep my hands and my mind busy.
By the end of the day, I was done in, exhausted, but feeling better than I had in a long time. No matter what, working with the horses—and with Dr. Winston—had reminded me that I did love my job; more than just working with horses, I loved to help them. To take a small part in healing them.
“You sticking around here this time?” Dr. Winston barked at me as we pulled into the clinic’s parking lot.
I wanted to say yes. But when the silver Dodge pulled in beside us, I suddenly wanted to scream no. “Maybe. I haven’t decided yet.”
He gave a grunt, glaring past me at his nephew stepping out of his truck, seemingly forgetting that he’d asked me a question at all. “What the hell is that boy doing here?”
There was no point in me answering him. I mean, why would I know what Micah was doing here? Surely it wasn’t for me; he didn’t know I’d stayed at the clinic.
But when he turned those aquamarine eyes my way, I wasn’t so sure he hadn’t come looking for me. Which was bad, since I’d been wavering all day on how I felt about him. I couldn’t escape his gaze, found myself handing him another small piece of my heart as his eyes softened, his lips curled up in a gentle smile. What would I say to him? Tell him I didn’t want to see him ever again? That would be a total and complete lie.
I shouldn’t have worried about it.
Dr. Winston limped around the truck, all but frothing at the mouth. “What the hell do you want, you little bastard? Here to cause more problems?”
Stepping down out of the truck, I froze, staring at Micah and watching his reaction. His eyes left mine, narrowing as he stared down at his uncle. The muscles in his arms and neck flexed with what I suspected was more than just mild irritation.
“Fiona asked me to invite you to dinner tonight, she’s having a party.”
“I wouldn’t eat with you if it was the fucking last day of my life.”
Micah put his hands on his hips. “One could only hope it’s today then. I told her I would ask, and that you would come, seeing as she is your favorite client.”
Dr. Winston spluttered and shook, his face going red. “I’m not eating with you.”
Holy crap, and I thought my family was dysfunctional. “Dr. Winston—”
“Don’t you start on me. Just because he’s family, doesn’t require me to be nice to him, nor does it require us to get along.”
I dared a quick look at Micah, who stood there, hands on his hips. Every inch of him radiated his displeasure at being here, talking to his uncle.
“Uncle Bruce. Get in the damn truck.” Micah pointed to his truck, as if that would magically make his uncle move. And damn it all if it didn’t work. Kind of.
Dr. Winston stood there, breathing hard as he glared at his nephew, finally heading toward the truck. “If I have to suffer through it, then so do you.” He grabbed my arm as he walked by me, literally dragging me with him.
“Wait, I’m not family and this is obviously a family issue, and besides, Fiona didn’t invite me to her party.” I dug my heels in, but Dr. Winston treated me as if I were a stubborn horse, pulling me along behind him. Panic flared in my gut. As much as I’d wanted to believe I could face Micah head on the night before, now that I was presented with the opportunity to prove it to myself, I didn’t want to. Not for a second. Everything he represented scared me.
“You might as well be family,” Dr. Winston grumbled, pushing me ahead of him. “What with you and Darwin being like siblings and all. Which means you can suffer through this meal too.”
The breath hitched in my throat and horror slid through me. “But we weren’t, and I don’t think—”
“I think it’s a good idea. You seem to have a calming influence on my uncle. He’s only used ‘fuck’ once and I’ve been here a good five minutes,” Micah said, as he jumped into the truck, a smile twitching across his lips as he gave me a wink, as if there had been no explosion last night. I slid into the back seat, teeth dragging at my bottom lip, the heat pooling in my belly having nothing to do with weather outside, nor the worry about the meal.
One look from Micah, just one, and my heart decided that maybe this time around things would be different. Maybe this time around Fiona wouldn’t get to keep Darwin’s heart … that I would have a chance at stealing it away.
Fight for me.
Leaning my head back, I did my best not to think about why I’d let myself be pushed into this dinner.
Because there was more than a small part of me that wanted to be around Micah, to get to know him better now that I knew he had Darwin’s heart. The mannerisms he carried, the ones that stole my breath in the remembrance of Darwin, I wondered if that was the only reason I was drawn to him. If that was the case, this dinner would help. The time with him would show me that Micah wasn’t any better of a match for me than someone like Victor, or any of the men I’d dated. There was a good chance that Micah was a meager 50% kind of guy. There was no way he could be 98% like Darwin.
But isn’t that what you were looking for?
Lies, all lies. I couldn’t lie to myself. The week with Micah, working with him had done me in, tangled my heart up in his eyes and his smile, and the good man I could see he was.
The drive to the Upshaw’s farm was, to say the least, uncomfortable. Silence between the two men was one thing, but worse than that was the animosity that hummed on the air between them. Though it was comical when a conversation started how it resembled the fight between two kids on the playground, instead of two grown men.
“Brielle, are you going to be working full time with my uncle?” Micah asked
Dr. Winston snorted. “Brielle, you don’t have to answer him. It’s none of his business where you damn well work.”
Micah’s jaw clenched. “He’s right, you don’t have to answer me. But I could use a hand with some of the horses I’m working with—and we did originally agree to a month. I also just found out my regular helper at the Upshaws’ is pregnant and will be out of commission for a bit.”
Of course, what was I thinking? Fiona would want a child from James too. “Fiona’s pregnant?” I blurted out.
A barking laugh escaped Dr. Winston. “God, what a mess that would be. She can barely care for the kid she’s got. Never mind what a piss poor assistant she would be, scaring the shit out of the horses.”
“Can you at least pretend to be nice, the woman is my boss for the foreseeable future,” Micah snapped, taking the next corner hard. He glanced at me in the rearview mirror, his eyes intense, making me squirm in my seat. “No, Fiona isn’t pregnant, not that it is any of my business.”
Disappointment coursed through me. At least if she was pregnant with James’ baby, she would be less inclined to look at Micah. And after the way her eyes had followed him around the other night, I had no doubt she’d trade James for Micah in an instant. The romanticism of Micah having Darwin’s heart would draw her to him, and the proprietary way she’d watched him only confirmed that for me.
If past experience had told me anything, it was that regardless of what Dr. Winston thought, Fiona would have what she wanted, no matter what was best for others.
I wanted to hate her for her spoiled, selfish ways. For tricking Darwin into marrying her. But I also knew that the chances of me ever meeting Darwin if he hadn’t been married to her would have been zero. So I couldn’t hate her, couldn’t fault her for loving him. I knew better than anyone else how special he was. And in a round about way, she’d brought him into my life.
Pulling into the driveway, my gut tightened. I’d made a fool of myself the other night, and wasn’t really looking forward to seeing Fiona again.
Or looking into little Darwin’s eyes and seeing his father so clearly.
I could do this.
I could fight for him.
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FIONA SMILED AND waved when she saw me, but there wasn’t the same fire in her as before Darwin’s death. Like his life being snuffed out had changed her as much as it had changed me. That kinship between us was the same. We’d loved the same man, and his life and death had shaped us into the people we were now.
I didn’t like thinking about Fiona that way. I wanted to hate her, but I just couldn’t, no matter how hard I tried.
“Hi, Fiona. I’m sorry I ran off last night, it was just such a surprise. I’m going to blame it on the pure shock of the story.” I gave her a quick hug, and she nodded and hugged me back, and again, I was struck with how much she’d changed. Motherhood had matured her.
“I understand, I do. There are days it still seems strange to me, and I’ve been around Micah for almost a year now.” Squeezing my hand, she led the way into the house, but there were no sounds of feet, no small voice calling for his mama. Fiona saw me looking around. “He’s in bed; he has a bit of the sniffles.”
“Oh.” I didn’t have time to say much other than that, as Micah and Dr. Winston stomped in behind us, the two men still not looking at one another. Fiona crossed her arms.
“Really? This has been going on long enough. Bruce, Micah, you two need to get this out of your system. The past is done; let it go. Please. You are both like family to me and I just hate to see the two of you fighting.”
My lips twitched; maybe dinner wouldn’t be so bad after all. Micah shrugged, but before he could answer her, James strolled in from the deck, a bottle of beer in his hand.
“Micah, Bruce, and who is this you two brought with you? Micah, you didn’t tell us you had a new lady friend.” James gave me a big wink and Fiona sucked in a sharp breath of air, her eyes darting to mine and settling into a wicked glare.
“Oh, I just worked for Micah for a few days.”
At the same time, Micah said, “Didn’t think I needed to run my personal life by my boss.”
Fiona stomped past us out onto the deck where another couple I hadn’t noticed was hovering by the barbeque. James chuckled, gave me and Micah another wink, and followed her out, Dr. Winston grumbling after him.
I turned to see Micah’s face sober, and leaned back against the edge of the table. “It’s not all as bad as that, is it, to be thought of as attached to me?”
He surprised me. “No, that wouldn’t be so bad. It’s that Fiona seems to think she has some proprietary claim on me, because I have Darwin’s heart. Hell, she even showed up to the same restaurant when I was on a first date. To say it was a disaster would be an understatement. Except for that, her ‘claim’ on me hasn’t really been an issue before because I wasn’t seriously interested in anyone.”
Aquamarine eyes flicked over me. “And then you came along.”
I refused to look away, needing an answer to a question that had haunted me the last two nights. “Do you love her?”
His jaw twitched and he just stared at me, intense and thoughtful all at once.
“Yes, in a way I do. At the same time, no, I don’t. She somehow fits in my life, but not the way she wants me to … it’s complicated.”
“Love isn’t complicated,” I said. “You either love someone, or you don’t.”
We continued to stare at each other.
Fight for me.
Eyes locked, I refused to back down. Micah was not Darwin; they were very different. But that was good; I knew the feelings I had for Micah weren’t because he was exactly like Darwin. Where Darwin had been cautious, Micah was confident; where Darwin had been subtle, Micah was blunt, speaking his mind.
“We’re going to have to figure this out,” he said. “But not tonight. We have some time.”
“I’d better go get the barbeque going. James is a … twat waffle when it comes to cooking.” He reached out and brushed his fingers under my chin, tipping my face up. “Give me time, Brielle. I don’t rush into anything. Not even when it feels this right.”
I didn’t answer him, just gave him a slow nod and a small smile.
He cleared his throat and then shook his head. Pausing, he opened his mouth, shut it, and then turned his back on me and walked out to the back deck with the others. At least I wasn’t the only one who was confused.
Alone in the house, the soft cry of a child waking caught my ears. I glanced to see Fiona on the deck, playing hostess, laughing and smiling with her friends, oblivious to the cries of her little boy.
I headed toward where the cry had come from, walked down the hallway, pausing in front of a blue painted door. A soft snuffling whimper tore at my heart, finalizing my decision. Pushing the door open, I peered in to see young Darwin standing up in his crib, his chubby cheeks stained with tears.
“Hi Darwin,” I whispered, walking to the crib. His violet blue eyes stared up at me, inspecting me, holding mine as if, almost as if he knew me. Which was silly, I’d only met him briefly.
“Belle.” He reached up, fingers grasping toward me.
Surprised, I leaned forward and scooped him up into my arms. His head dropped to my shoulder and he put his thumb in his mouth. Rocking from side to side, I rubbed his back, breathing in slowly, trying to work the air in my lungs around the hitch in my throat.
Humming softly, I rocked him in my arms, a pang of what could have been so close.
If Darwin hadn’t been hit by the truck.
If we’d been together all this time, the baby in my arms could have been ours. I imagined it for a moment. I’d meant it when I’d told Darwin he’d have been an amazing father—he was patient and kind—and I’d always wanted children.
But no, little Darwin here had already been on the way that night. When Darwin had found out that Fiona had been pregnant, he would have gone back to her. I knew that much about him; he wouldn’t have wanted his child to grow up without a father, as he had.
Tears slipped from my eyes as I rocked little Darwin, feeling his body loosen as he slumped back into sleep. Lowering him carefully, I placed him back in the crib. Backing out, I swiped the tears from my cheeks, did my best to not think about what could have been.
A skill I’d been working at for almost two years and still hadn’t mastered.
I closed the door and turned, bumping into James’ chest. “Oh, I’m sorry, he woke up and I just rocked him to sleep.”
James didn’t back up, just stared down at me. “Let him cry, the little bastard is whiny. He needs to toughen up.” He lifted his hand and thumped it on the door. Immediately, Darwin started to cry.
I made a move to go back into the little boy, but James put his arm out barring my way, his voice lowering as he glared at me. “I said, let him cry.”
I took a step back, anger surging up through me as I saw not James anymore, but Frank in front of me. Frank telling my mother to stop coddling me, to let me cry it out on my own. That I didn’t need my mother anymore, that it was long past the time I should have been crying over my father’s death.
Three quick strides and I was down the hallway and heading through the kitchen. “Fiona, Darwin is crying,” I called out ahead of me, my voice carrying over the laughter.
“Oh, dear. James, James.” She lifted her hand to her fiancé, who followed me out. “Get the baby, will you?”
“Your friend is just sensitive, he’s not crying. He’s just doing that little sleeping whimper thing you think is so cute.” James smiled, as he stepped past me, a smug twist of his lips. Like he’d beaten me at a stupid game.
What the hell, it wasn’t like I was going to make any friends. I turned and walked back through the kitchen and to Darwin’s door, where he was still crying.
I opened the door and his tear-streaked face turned to me, his arms lifted high. “Belle.”
I scooped him up and carried him with me out onto the deck, ignored James’ glare, and rocked the little boy against me.
No one had even missed me; well, maybe Micah had. Fiona was trying to get Dr. Winston and Micah to talk about some story she’d heard. Micah’s eyes darted to mine and he mouthed, “Save me.”
I shrugged and just continued to hold little Darwin, my heart tight with a tiny bloom of love for the boy. I had a sinking feeling that James was more like Frank than I’d first thought, and in all the worst ways. That did not bode well for little Darwin. Not well at all.
“Fiona, stop it, we aren’t going to get along, no matter how much you badger me,” Dr. Winston barked. She flinched, which only made Micah bristle. And she thought that having dinner together was a good idea? Then again, she had also thought that pushing my friendship with Darwin was a good idea.
Dinner went like that. In sputters and starts. Until Fiona turned her attention on me, finally seeing that I held her son.
“Oh, here, let me hold him so you can eat.” She took Darwin from my arms, sitting him up in her lap, which woke him up. He didn’t cry though, just blinked several times, before he saw Micah and smiled up at him.
Fiona bounced him on her knee. “What are you going to do now, Brielle? Are you going to keep travelling the world?”
I had a forkful of food halfway to my mouth, and I shoved it in to give me a moment to think. I swallowed and set my cutlery down. “I don’t know.”
“What do you mean, you don’t know?” Dr. Winston grumped. “You’re working with me now, Rachael, and that’s all there is to that.”
My eyebrows shot into my hairline and I swiveled in my chair. Rachael was my nana’s name. “Rachael?”
His head snapped up, his eyes widening, and he shoved himself back from the table, throwing his napkin down. “That’s it. I’m done. Take me home, boy.”
Dr. Winston didn’t wait for Micah to respond, just stormed out of the house.
Micah stood and followed his uncle out. “Damn, at least I know how to get rid of him next time. Brielle, I’ll come back for you.”
The weight of his words were heavy in the air and I did my best not to notice the intensity with which Fiona stared at the two of us, her eyes slowly narrowing.
Fiona’s other guests left shortly after, and James retreated into the house to watch T.V. Which left just me, Fiona, and little Darwin, who she put back into bed. He started to cry and she just shut the door. “James says he needs to toughen up.”
I bit my lip. I wasn’t a mother, I didn’t know. But I didn’t think a little boy who wasn’t feeling well needed to toughen up. She led me back to the kitchen where she started to clean up the mess from dinner.
“So, how did you and James meet?” I asked, as we washed the dishes side by side. Okay, I washed, she just leaned against the counter and let me.
She shrugged. “The usual way. Through mutual friends.”
“He seems kinda tough on little Darwin, don’t you think?”
Again, she shrugged. “No, he’s not. Besides, I don’t want to disagree with him. I don’t want him to get upset with me.”
A chill swept through me. “Why would he get upset with you? You’re his fiancée.”
She slumped against the sink. “I know you might not see it, but I don’t really have much to offer a man, other than my family’s connections and money. I just worry that if I say the wrong thing, James will leave me. Like Micah did.”
Bile, hot and rancid, spilled up my throat, but I managed to ask what I needed to. “Micah left you?”
Fiona closed her eyes, nodded slowly. “Yes. We’d only been on a few dates, and as much as I could see that he was falling for little Darwin, I didn’t think he was falling for me.”
I swallowed hard, a feeling of déjà vu sweeping over me. “You don’t have to tell me this.”
“I do, I just—I need to tell someone who won’t judge me,” she said softly, her eyes searching mine.
I looked away; she let out a little sigh. “So on our next date, what was supposed to be our last date, I took him to bed, told him I was on the pill.”
“And you weren’t.” Crap, her manipulation knew no ends. Maybe I could hate her.
“Why are you really telling me this?” That was the part that didn’t make sense, all this did was make her look bad.
Fiona bit her bottom lip and her chin quivered. “I’m telling you so he doesn’t hurt you too. Micah is not the nice guy you think he is. I got pregnant. Micah stayed. But then I lost the baby four months in.” Her hand went to her stomach.
“He left me after that. Said that it was best that he didn’t stay with me when the only reason he’d stayed before was because it was the right thing to do.”
Her eyes lifted to mine and I wasn’t sure if she was sad, or trying to convince me. “James and I are trying, but the doctors think maybe there was some damage done with the miscarriage. I didn’t understand what they were telling me, only that I wouldn’t be able to have more children.”
“Did you tell James?” I had to know.
She shook her head. “No. Not yet.”
I reeled. “You’re not going to tell him until after the wedding, are you?”
“I can’t; he’ll leave. And I can’t be alone, I just can’t! Brielle, you don’t understand, I’m not strong like you. Losing Darwin nearly killed me, would have if I hadn’t found out I was pregnant.” Her eyes were begging, her lips trembling with fear.
I backed away from her, strode from the house. Yeah, I might have been wrong, maybe I could hate Fiona. Her selfishness was like nothing I’d ever encountered before, and I couldn’t look at her, not for one more second. Without realizing it, I was jogging through the fields, heading toward the sycamore tree, needing to be close to Darwin, or at least, to be as close to him as I could. Away from Micah. Why hadn’t he told me about Fiona, about how close they’d come to being a family? Oh my god, what if she’d carried to term? I’d be facing yet another heartbreak at her hands. Was he the bad guy she thought he was, though? I didn’t think so, but I had to be sure. There was no way I could handle another heartbreak.
The grass danced in the breeze, tickled at my hands as I ran, the wind blowing my hair out behind me. Still a sentinel, as it had been when Darwin had first brought me here, the sycamore tree was unchanged in the two years I’d been gone.
I climbed into the tree, sitting on the branch Darwin had sat on, and looked out over the fields below the hill. Dotted with horses and fences, the view was serene and a sense of calm slowly filled me. Fiona didn’t come after me, not that I’d expected her to. I curled my fingers around a branch, my fingers stilling over an unnatural indentation.
Turning, I peered at the chipped bark, my heart pounding as my fingers traced the letters.
Darwin & Brielle
 
He hadn’t abbreviated our names, hadn’t tried to hide them. I gripped the tree, a wave of sheer pain washing over me, as if again, I was standing in the parking lot of the church, hearing Victor’s voice. Hearing Fiona scream. Feeling my heart shatter as understanding cascaded over me. I shoved a fist against my mouth, bit back on the cry that built in me, and settled for a shoulder-shaking sob.
The crunch of footsteps brought my head up, and a foolish, dreaming part of me whispered that it was Darwin walking up the hill to me. Which was true, and it wasn’t.
“Fiona said you’d gone for a walk. I figured you might come here,” Micah said, coming to stand at the base of the tree. “Mind if I climb up?”
I shook my head. “She tricked you into knocking her up, tricked you into asking her to marry you. Why didn’t you tell me that you two had such a history?”
He took a sharp breath. “It’s a bit of a story.”
“I’m listening.” Because I had to know. Why the hell would a smart guy like him get tangled up with Fiona? How had she managed to get her hooks into Micah too?
Without asking again, he pulled himself up into the tree and sat across from me. He licked his lips, seemed uncertain as to how to start. So I helped him out.
“You didn’t even really love her, did you?”
His eyes snapped up to mine. “You don’t know me well enough to say that.”
“I know Fiona well enough to know that even if she’s a freaking superstar in bed, she’s a manipulator. I may not know you well, but I know that you couldn’t possibly have loved someone like that. Darwin couldn’t, and I don’t think you could, either.”
He rubbed one hand over his lightly stubbled chin. “She was so broken when I met her, and I knew that, and that made me blind to the rest of her. But it was the boy I couldn’t get off my mind. I was drawn to him, as if he were my own, and not another man’s. From the second I met him, held him, he was my son. I can’t just leave, and leave him here alone.”
His eyes met mine and no words were needed. Little Darwin would need a buffer between him and James. The boy would need a safe place, and Micah could give him that.
I wrapped my arms around my middle. “Why are you out here? I mean, not here as in Kentucky, I mean here as in this tree, with me?”
He didn’t answer my question, but instead, put me on the spot. “Did you love him? Really love him? Or was it just an infatuation, an affair?”
“We never slept together,” I whispered, horrified that he thought I’d sleep with a married man, horrified of what I thought that said about me.
Micah laughed softly. “You think that because you didn’t sleep with him, it wasn’t an affair? I think the fact that you didn’t sleep together tells me that you really did love him, enough to not ruin his marriage.”
My face burned with his implications, but I refused to be ashamed. I was not ashamed of how much I loved Darwin. I lifted my chin. “Fine, by your definitions it was an affair. But I won’t apologize for it, for loving him. He was the best person to ever come into my life; he saved me, made me a stronger person, even when he died.”
His jaw flexed and his eyes traced my face, again seeming to search for something. “I’m in this tree because I can’t figure out how I feel about you. When I met you, picked you up on the road, it was like I knew you. Like I’d known you my whole life.” He paused, eyes looking up into the branches of the tree. “Do I remind you of him?”
I rolled my shoulders. “You have things that you’ve said—done—that have Darwin written all over them. But you aren’t like him, not at all,” I said.
Again, he laughed. “Good thing, or you might wonder whose idea this is.”
He stretched across the gap between us and took my hand. His fingers wrapped around mine and … god, it was just like with Darwin, and yet totally different. Like I’d finally found where I belonged and with a single touch he could take all the hurt away. How was it possible? Did I care anymore why or how it was possible? No, not really. I’d hesitated with Darwin and that hesitation had cost us both.
My lips trembled. “So it’s not just me that’s feeling this?”
He closed his eyes, but his fingers tightened on mine. “How can I not?”
With the smallest of tugs, he pulled me forward across the ‘V’ in the tree, and into his arms. I leaned into him, my ear against his chest. “Darwin was going to leave her; he was coming for me when the semi hit him.”
Micah’s voice rumbled over me. “But he would have gone back when his son was born. I know that much. It’s why I’ve stayed as close to her as I have, despite what she tried to pull on me. The boy needs me.” His hand rubbed along my spine, soothing me, easing the loneliness in me. Darwin would always be my 98%, would always hold the biggest piece of my heart.
But Micah, he was close, so very close to that.
“We should go back.” Micah’s hand stilled on my back. “Fiona will get to worrying and before we know it, there’ll be a search party out for us.”
I raised myself up, placed a hand on either side of him, gripping the branch behind him for stability and bracing myself so I could look into his eyes. “I was too afraid before, with Darwin, to follow my own heart. I was afraid of hurting everyone else. I don’t want to make that mistake again. It cost me more than a good man, it cost me my heart.”
His eyes dilated and lips parted. Then he slid his hand around to the back of my head, and tugged me closer. “And what does your heart say now?”
I leaned into him, pressing myself along the line of his lean cut body. “That I should kiss you, that maybe if I kiss you, it will be terrible and all this wondering about whether or not what I’m feeling has anything at all to do with you, or if it’s just because you have Darwin’s heart will be answered.”
“And a kiss will tell you all that?” His lips brushed against mine as he spoke.
“I think so, yes.”
“And then what? What if it’s terrible?”
“I’ll go away and never bother you again.”
“And if it’s not terrible?” His eyes, god, his eyes were full of so many things that words just couldn’t say.
“I don’t know,” I whispered.
I let my body sink into his, my mouth capturing his, closed my eyes and just let the feelings wash over me. His hands slid down my back, grabbed my hips and held me tight against him. His stubble rubbed against my cheeks and lips, and a groan slipped through him and into me.
Fire danced between us, my body lighting up with every touch, every breath captured on our lips. His hands pinned me to him, emotions as tangible as his kiss. Desire and the beginning of a love flared, achingly close. Tears slipped from my eyes, the salty taste wetting my skin.
“Don’t cry, Brielle, please don’t cry,” he whispered as I leaned my forehead against his.
“We should go.” I managed to get the words out with only a little difficulty.
I scrambled off him and jumped out of the tree, stumbling when I hit the ground. Micah dropped beside me, steadying me, his hand sliding down to tangle our fingers together, as smooth as if we’d done it a thousand times before. I swallowed hard.
Hi lifted a hand and swiped the tears off my cheeks.
“Did you get the answer you were looking for?”
I looked away from him, unable to form the words to tell him that the kiss had answered the question for me.
I would fight for him, fight for him, for Micah, and for what was left of Darwin.
To my last breath if need be.
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PENNY AND I had lunch together the next day. The weekends were my own and while I could stay at the clinic as long as I wanted, I was hoping Penny’s brother would leave so I could stay with her.
“Are you fucking serious? You’re joking, he has Darwin’s heart?” Her voice lowered to a strangled whisper, her eyes bugging out.
I nodded, popping a French fry into my mouth. “Yeah, how do you think I felt, sitting there thinking I was falling for this guy and Fiona pops up with ‘Hey, you know he has Darwin’s heart, which pretty much makes him mine.’ They aren’t kidding when they say karma’s a bitch.”
Penny let out a peal of laughter. “I would have crapped my pants, that’s what would have happened.”
I had to admit, that once the full shock had worn off, the whole situation was funny in a twisted irony-filled way. Crazy, it was too damn crazy to believe. Yet, wasn’t there a saying that truth was stranger than fiction? Well, there I was, living out a truth that could hardly be believed.
“What are you going to do?”
I stared at the burger on my plate, as if it would have some sort of profound answer for me. “I’m going to fight for him.”
She grinned at me, her eyes going glossy. “I knew you had it in you. She doesn’t deserve him; besides, the bitch is getting married to someone else. She can’t have Micah too.”
“I think we’re both a bit scared. I think he’s worried that I want him because he has Darwin’s heart, which is why Fiona wants him. And to be honest, I’m worried for the same reason. What if he’s not as good as I think he is? What if he’s a horrible person and I just can’t see it because … hey, are you even listening to me?”
Penny stared out over my shoulder, her mouth dropping open, a very different look shifting through her eyes.
“Damn, will you look at that tall drink of water? Maybe you’ve got it right. I could use me a man like that. I’ll bet he could go all night long, no problem.”
I twisted in my seat to see what man had grabbed her attention. Tall, dark-haired, lightly stubbled face, aquamarine eyes. He turned toward me, as if he felt my gaze on his skin. I lifted my hand, and a slow smile spread across his face and he headed toward our table.
Penny grabbed my arm. “Is that him? Oh my god, Brielle, he’s fucking gorgeous.”
I swatted her hand off my arm. “Shut up, would you?”
“Brielle. This must be Penny.” He held out his hand across the table and Penny all but swooned as he shook her hand.
She batted her eyes up at him. “I don’t suppose you have a twin kicking around? Maybe a younger brother?”
He chuckled and lowered himself into an empty chair. “I do have a younger brother, but you aren’t his type.”
Her mouth dropped open again, and I filled her in before she could explode. “He’s gay.”
The indignation on her face faded. “Well, that’s about the only excuse I’d accept. And on that note, I have somewhere I need to be. Brielle, call me later. I’ll see about getting that hairy ass I’m living with on the next bus out of town.”
She blew me a kiss, and I waved at her.
“I like her,” Micah said, stealing a French fry off my plate.
I pushed it toward him. “Yeah, she’s a good friend.”
“I wondered if you’d come with me tonight,” Micah said, casually, as if he were asking me what the weather was going to be for the next week.
I blinked several times, stared at him. “Tonight? Do you need me to run interference with your uncle?”
He shook his head and grabbed another fry. “No, I have to go into Scott County for a number of clients over the weekend. I could use your help. And since Fiona broke up my last date in town, I thought this would be a good way to avoid setting her off.” His eyes never moved from the plate as he asked me to spend the weekend with him. As he not so subtly asked me to spend the weekend in his arms and in his bed.
I swallowed hard, all the rules and morality that had been drilled into me as a young girl swirling up, making an attempt to swallow me. Don’t sleep with a man before there is some sort of commitment. Don’t turn into a floozy. Don’t reach for more than what you’re worth.
Stupid girl.
“If you don’t want to, I get it—”
“No, I want to come with you. Just … I was watching the last of my nana’s advice go flying out the window.” I smiled at him, my heart thrumming, unable to still it. Holy crap, was I really going to do this?
“What was her last advice?”
“To not bother chasing after the foolish impossibilities of the heart. That they would only bring me heartache.”
His eyes finally lifted to mine and I saw the strain in them, how hard this must be on him too. “Is it because I have his heart? Is that why you’re coming with me?”
There he was, Micah, as bold as they came, and I was ridiculously grateful for it. I shook my head slowly. “No. I was falling in love with you before I ever knew you had his heart. That you have Darwin’s heart, that’s just a bonus.”
He let out a soft chuckle, and then held his hand out to me. “Then we should go and prove your nana wrong.”
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The drive to the hotel took three hours. Three hours of laughing and talking, soft touches, and my heart feeling as complete and whole as it had ever been.
“I wasn’t sure you’d come,” Micah said as we neared the hotel.
“Neither was I.” I paused for a big breath, the next question burning hot in my throat. “What happens after this weekend?”
He pulled the truck into the parking lot of the hotel and turned off the engine. “Guess that depends.”
“On what?”
He never got a chance to answer me; the door was yanked open. Fiona, fucking Fiona, stood there, Darwin crying in her arms and Celia and Frank standing behind her. To make it worse, Dr. Winston was there too, looking as confused as I’d ever seen him. Fiona had brought a mob with her, a mob to witness whatever it was she was about to throw at us. A mob to force Micah into doing what she wanted. I had to give her props, the woman could manipulate with the best of them.
“You filthy whore, you think I’m blind, you think I don’t know you want to steal Micah too?” She screamed, her face brilliantly red, no longer pretty, but twisted with her rage. “You think I don’t know that you and Darwin were having an affair? That I didn’t see the way you looked at each other? But he stayed with me, and I had his baby, not you, you fucking piece of white trash. He loved me best.”
Micah lifted his hand to her, shook his head. “Fiona, that’s enough. Brielle is here to help me with my clients. Regardless of that, my life isn’t any of your business—”
“Don’t you fucking lie for her,” Fiona screamed, tears streaming down her face. “You don’t love her. She’s a slut, a hussy who gets a thrill out of stealing married men away from their wives.”
“I’m not your husband, Fiona,” Micah said, but his words were lost in chaos, as things went from bad to worse. My mother chimed in.
“Brielle, is this true? Did you have an affair with Darwin? Are you trying to break up Fiona’s upcoming nuptials? Is it your plan to ruin all the weddings I am in charge of?” Celia’s voice bore into my skull.
I stared at her shocked, and I struggled not to lash out. Screw it. “I’m not trying to break up anyone’s wedding. Micah isn’t anything to Fiona except her employee.”
Fiona was out of control. “He’s not anything to me anymore; you probably had a hand in that, didn’t you, you bitch?”
“Contrary to popular belief, the world does not revolve around you, or my mother. This isn’t about you. Why the hell are you here anyway?” I glared at Celia, daring her to say something.
Fiona sneered at me, her voice rising with each word, little Darwin squalling along with her. “I brought your mom and Frank with me, so they could see you for what you are. I brought Bruce so he could see his nephew fall from grace again as he sullied his family name, and maybe talk some sense into him. You’re a whore. A home wrecker. I tried to be your friend, tried to make it right. I would have shared Darwin if I had to. But no, you had to have him all to yourself and he died, and it’s your fault, you bitch!”
“Enough!” Micah’s deep voice covered everything, stilled Fiona’s screaming and even stalled out Darwin’s cries. “That is enough. Fiona, you are hysterical and you’re scaring Darwin. Whatever Brielle and I have —”
“Fire her and come home. James doesn’t mean anything to me, not like you do. You belong with your family; we are where your heart should be. You shouldn’t be out on the road. You don’t need to be around her, she’s confusing you. I love you, Micah. I can forgive you this, just come home.” Fiona begged him, went so far as to hand him Darwin, who snuggled into his arms. From where I sat, I could see the fingerprints on the little boy’s bare arms. Fingerprints that were far too large to be from Fiona’s petite hands.
I grabbed my bag at my feet and slid out of the truck, knowing already how this was going to end. Micah would see how bad James was and he would go back to them, as much as he’d been ready to try with me. Faced with Fiona and Darwin, how could he turn his back on them? How could he turn his back on a son that needed him?
“That’s it, run away again, you whore,” Fiona screamed after me.
Oh, I’d had enough of that. I spun and strode around the font of the truck, putting my face right in hers, nose to nose.
“Why did you send me those letters? If you hate me so much, why would you send me those letters?”
Her lips trembled, and tears slipped down her cheeks. “Because I wanted you to know how well I was doing. I wanted to show you I was as strong as you were. That you weren’t any better than me. That I had everything you ever wanted. Even with Darwin gone, I won.” She didn’t back down. “I wanted to show you that Darwin would always choose me. Always choose to stay with me over you.”
Her words struck through the last of my control, the last of my desire to not turn this into a screaming fest of a fight.
Anger, hot and burning hotter, shattered my better judgment. “Fuck you, Fiona! At least I don’t have to manipulate men into my bed. I don’t have to trick them into thinking I’m pregnant to get them to stay around. You don’t deserve Micah, and you didn’t deserve Darwin. You’re the bitch.” I poked her in the chest with a finger. “You’re the selfish twat. Maybe you should tell Micah the truth about you, about how you can’t get pregnant now. Tell him the truth about how you coerced Darwin into marrying you. How you faked your pregnancy with him.” I took a breath, watched the blood drain from Fiona’s face. What did she expect, that I would keep her dirty secrets?
I shoved her away from me, shoved her hard enough that she stumbled backward, tripped and fell on her perky little ass with a squawk.
I glared at her. “If only you’d been in that accident instead of Darwin, life would have been fucking perfect. And for the record, I never slept with Darwin, and that is a choice I regret every day of my life.”
She gasped, my mother gasped, and Micah grunted as if I’d punched him. Ignoring them all, I turned my back on them and headed to the highway.
Five minutes later, Dr. Winston’s truck rolled up beside me and the window slid down. “Get in.”
I didn’t argue, just climbed in and buckled up. I couldn’t look at him. God damn it all to hell and back, my life had spun completely out of control. What the hell was I doing anyway? Nana had been right on so many levels. And yet, I knew she’d also been very, very wrong.
Dr. Winston cleared his throat. “Were you there to work, like Micah said?”
“Yes. He said he needed my help.”
“That the only reason you were with him?” Cagey old man wasn’t going to let this go and I was tired of hiding.
“What do you think?”
“I think my nephew is an idiot if he goes back to Fiona.” That was it, nothing else the entire ride back to the clinic, where he dropped me off without a single word of advice. Without condemnation, without platitudes.
“Clinic is shut down for the weekend. We start early on Monday,” he said, as I slid out of the truck.
“You aren’t going to fire me?”
He snorted. “Why would I do that?”
“Because of all that.”
“Nah, everybody makes mistakes. They don’t ruin your life unless you let them. Rachael let them ruin her life. Don’t let your mistakes ruin yours. They don’t define you; they make you grow the fuck up.”
With that, he pulled away, left me standing in the parking lot. I went into the clinic and called Penny. She picked up on the first ring.
“Wait, I thought you were going with Micah? What happened?”
I filled her in, without a single tear, without a single sob. As I lay on the cot, thinking, I wondered if there was a time when your heart finally gave up. Sure, maybe it still beat, still worked to pump blood, but maybe there came a point where it was broken one too many times and you just stopped feeling.
Beyond numb, I closed my eyes, hoping to see Darwin. At least when I slept he was there, he loved me, and I could hold him, if just for a few minutes.
As soon as sleep snagged me, he was there and peace flowed over me.
“Fight for me, Brielle. Please. I’m begging you,” Darwin whispered, his hands cupping my face. “I’ll wait for you—always—but you have to fight for me.”
His words confused me and I clung to him, crying my eyes out. “Please stay with me, or take me with you. Darwin, this hurts too much.”
Fight for me.
If only it were that easy.
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MICAH DIDN’T CALL me, didn’t come around. Penny cajoled me. “You should phone him, meet him somewhere. He doesn’t love her, and you know that! She’s a total bitch, I hate her.”
“You talking about Fiona or my mom?”
“Both. I hate them both.” She snarled, her pretty face twisted up in a grimace.
She had reason to hate my mom, as did I. But I couldn’t hate Celia. Frank was another story. They had disowned me, left my few possessions on the front doorstep and stood there, staring at me blankly, no emotion on their faces at all as they told me that they didn’t have a daughter anymore. Then, to top it all off, slammed the door in my face. I will say in Celia’s defense that it looked like she had been crying. So maybe she did care a little bit about me, even if she had a horrible way of showing it.
I sat in Penny’s brother’s place, sorting through the boxes. Pictures of me were stacked in unceremoniously, carelessly. I pulled a picture of nana and me out, the night of my sixteenth birthday.
That was the day I learned that there was no such thing as a perfect man for me; that all the dreams I had about finding the one person who made my heart sing, and my blood pound was non-existent.
A complete and utter lie I’d been fed by those around me.
I learned on that day that life was better knowing the truth, and that chasing after most dreams, particularly when it came to men, would bring you nothing but heartache.
The memory of that birthday was as clear as if it had happened today, and not seven years ago.
“Here, Brielle, I have something for you.”
I turned away from my four closest friends, who had just finished singing me happy birthday, their voices purposefully off key, their laughter filling the big kitchen my mother had just finished renovating.
“Nana, you didn’t have to get me anything.” I hugged my grandmother, my mom’s mom, feeling the frailty of her body as she patted my back. Her dark blue eyes, the same deep blue as my mom’s, the same deep blue as mine, searched my face, as if looking for something that should be hidden there. With my dad in and out of the hospital with his heart condition, and my mom’s budding new business as a wedding planner, I was left with Nana more often than not.
“Come, it’s something your friends don’t need to see.” She took my hand and I glanced back at my friends. Penny waggled her eyebrows at me. Strawberry blonde curls bounced, as she brandished a knife and sliced deep into the birthday cake. “Don’t be long or we’ll eat it without you!”
I laughed at her, then ‘shot’ her with my fingers. Clutching her stomach, Penny stumbled away from the cake, laughter pealing out of her. “Okay, okay. We’ll wait.”
Nana led me from the kitchen, her steps shuffling and her feet barely lifting from the ground in her scuffed and battered slippers. I’d bought her new ones for Christmas, but she wouldn’t wear them. Said they felt too nice on her old feet. Whatever that meant.
We went to the sitting room, and she shuffled to the center table, her trembling fingers picking up a pink envelope. Smiling, she handed it to me.
“You need this, to remind you when I’m gone.”
“Nana, don’t talk like that,” I whispered, my throat tightening. I didn’t want to think about my nana dying, especially not on my birthday.
“Pshaw. Don’t be foolish; death comes to everyone. I’ve had a long life, and you are everything I could have hoped for in a granddaughter.” She reached out and brushed her fingers along my cheek, the feathery light touch of her skin cool on mine.
I swallowed hard, not wanting this, not now. Not ever. I hated goodbyes more than anything else. Hated that I would likely have to say a very hard goodbye soon.
“Go on now, open it up.” She was still smiling, her eyes crinkling heavily around the corners.
I cracked the seal on the envelope, feeling the weight of something inside of it. Coins maybe? Tipping the envelope, a ring fell out and onto my waiting palm.
Gold rimmed, the center was sterling silver etched in what looked like arrowheads all the way around.
Nana kissed my cheek, the smell of baby powder enveloping me. “So it will always point you in the right direction, my girl.”
I slid the ring onto my left thumb, emotions swamping me. I didn’t read the card then, but I read it later. And from the moment I opened the card, how I viewed my life from that moment forward shifted.
Seven years later, and still I kept that damn card. Now, that I’d had the chance to love Darwin, and had the chance to see how strong a love was possible, I was not sure how grateful I really was for Nana’s advice. There had been days in my life that I hated her for making me see how things really were. For not leaving me even the ability to pretend that there was more than the jaded view I now had on the world. I looked down at the letter now, as an adult who’d actually known love. The pink envelope was faded and had a tear in one corner. Nana’s hand writing of my name across the back was as bold as her personality. Nana had died not long after she’d given the letter to me—her final gift—both a blessing and a curse.
Every birthday for ten years I had opened it, re-read it—but not the last two birthdays, which had been spent in Europe with Penny. Not since Darwin had died.
In the past, I’d reminded myself that Nana was right, no matter what I dreamed about. My eyes skimmed the words, knowing them by heart, but I needed to see Nana’s handwriting. To remind myself that this was what she wanted me to know, more than anything else. These were her most precious words to share with me. And I was turning my back on them for a second time.
My dearest Brielle,
You are of an age now that you can no longer cling to silly girlish fantasies. There is no place for them in you if you want to have a good life. A happy life.
Don’t be a stupid girl. Not that, never that.
You are a good girl. Don’t ever change that. There is no room for mistakes in this world, they will swallow you whole, child. A single mistake can cost you everything you hold dear. I should know.
I will tell you now that there is no soul mate waiting for you, no man that will be your ‘everything’. That is a lie that movies and books teach. The best you can hope for is a man who will be 60% right for you. You’ll never find anyone better than that. So don’t waste your life looking for what doesn’t exist. Be a good girl, make good choices, marry a good boy. Don’t think you’ll be different because you won’t.
I want nothing but happiness for you, Brielle, nothing but good things. But you won’t find either if you spend your life searching for an impossible dream.
I closed my eyes, her words sinking into me as if for the first time.
A single deep breath of air escaped me, and then I tucked the letter back inside the pink envelope and back into the box. She had been right about most men, no matter how many times I might have wished it otherwise. From that moment on, I’d looked at the world with new eyes, eyes that saw through the silly dreams that would never be.
Nana’s rules had cost me Darwin. And if I wasn’t careful, they’d cost me Micah too. Something about being back here, back home, and I was losing myself to the old Brielle. I couldn’t let that happen.
“You were wrong, Nana. I would do it all again, but I wouldn’t listen to your rules,” I said, my fingers tracing her face on the picture. “I would throw your rules out and follow my heart.”
Penny plopped down on the couch beside me. “And why aren’t you doing that now, exactly?”
I shrugged. “It has to go both ways. Darwin loved me, was willing to leave her to be with me. Micah lied to me about his relationship with Fiona. He said she was just his boss, but she wasn’t. He’d almost married her himself.”
Penny crossed her legs and leaned closer to me. “Fiona’s wedding is in two days; once she’s married she’ll have to leave you alone. Hell, if what you said about James is true, you could probably get him to make her leave you and Micah alone.”
That was true, but I didn’t like Penny saying it, not when I knew the kind of man James was. Not when I knew that James would become little Darwin’s father. I shuddered.
“I’m not giving up on him, I’m just—”
“Being the old Brielle who let people push her around?”
I glared at her. “No. Never that again. Just being cautious. That’s all.”
She didn’t pester me after that, left me to my own devices. A long Friday night with nothing to do but wait for the wedding on Sunday; the wedding, which I was invited to but wouldn’t be attending.
Saturday, I stayed in bed as long as I could, finally giving up and packing a small bag with a blanket, bottle of water, a couple of protein bars, a notebook, and a pen.
“Where are you going?” Penny lifted her eyes from painting her toenails a screaming bright red.
“I just need to be alone for awhile. I need to figure out what I’m going to do.”
I shut the door behind me and headed to the one place that would hold me safe. The place where my heart resided and always would; maybe I could find some answers to the tangle of my emotions wrapped up inside my chest. Intellectually, I knew I should be happy Fiona was getting married to James, which would leave the way open for me and Micah. Yet I couldn’t put little Darwin’s face and oh-so-familiar-eyes from my mind. What would his life be like with a father like James?
I shuddered; that fate I knew all too well. A life of being ridiculed and belittled, of having his mother side with James and put little Darwin aside because he wasn’t James’ boy.
For that reason, I couldn’t be totally happy without feeling an immense weight of guilt. Darwin, my Darwin, wouldn’t have wanted that kind of life for his boy. I knew that. And so I grieved for a life lost to Fiona’s machinations.
I just couldn’t be happy when I knew that my happiness was at the cost of a young boy’s entire future.
Hitching a ride to the back roads, I made my way on foot to the sycamore tree, crossing properties, climbing fences, seeing only the destination. Needing to be close to Darwin. Maybe hoping for some inspiration.
But when I got there, I stared toward the farm; though I couldn’t see it, I knew that James was there with Fiona and little Darwin.
I had to at least try, for Darwin’s sake. It’s what he would want.
The walk to the farm through the fields was easy, warm, pleasant. But inside, I was twisted up with anxiety. I didn’t want to start a fight, but I had to try and get Fiona to see that James was not the nice guy she thought he was.
When I climbed the last fence and hopped down from the top rung, I nearly turned back. There were cars everywhere; it must have been some sort of rehearsal dinner. I licked my lips and ran my hands through my hair. Maybe this was good. Fiona would be less likely to freak out in front of a large group of people, wouldn’t she?
I thought about her ambushing me and Micah. That had been a hand-picked number of people. This was different. I had to believe it.
I made my way to the barn, which was lit up, the sounds of music and a lot of people spilling out of it. Adding to that was the more than occasional sound of a horse neighing, stamping and kicking the walls. The temperamental horses wouldn’t be used to all that noise.
Fiona really was an idiot. Of all the places she could have held the rehearsal dinner, why would she have it in the main barn?
To make herself look good. Yeah, that was Fiona. I rounded the edge of the barn and walked in through the wide open doors. Fiona had her back to me, but she was easy to spot in ridiculously high heels and a dress James would have to help her out of at the end of the night. Bright pink this time, and not glittery, but it looked to be some sort of shrink-wrap concoction. I shook my head.
Making my way through the throng of people, I tapped her on the shoulder. She turned, a smile on her face that faltered only a little at the edges when she saw me.
“Oh. Brielle. I’m surprised to see you here.”
I grit my teeth and smiled back. “I need to speak with you.”
“I don’t think this is a good time.”
I held up a hand to stall her. “Five minutes. Just give me five minutes and then I’ll go.”
James moved through the crowd toward us, a smile almost from ear to ear. When he got close, I could see the dull glaze over his eyes and the reek of alcohol was intense, even a few feet away.
“Pretty, pretty, Brielle. You came to dance with us?” He leaned toward me, and I stepped back, wished I could slap him and get away with it.
Fiona stuck her arm through mine taking me back to the one dinner we’d had together. “No, just going to have some girl chat.”
She headed toward the far end of the barn where the tack room was hidden in the shadows. I opened the door and she walked in ahead of me.
“Five minutes, and I’m only doing this so you won’t make a fucking scene.”
She snarled at me as she spun, teetering for a second on her ridiculously high heels.
I put a hand out to steady her. “Scenes are your department, Fiona.”
She jerked her arm away from me. “What do you want then?”
I took a deep breath and blurted it out. “James is hurting little Darwin.”
With a speed that shocked me, she snapped a hand out and slapped me across the face. “How dare you.”
Eyes bugging out, I put a hand to my stinging cheek and forged ahead. No point in drawing back now. “He’s mean, Fiona. Just like my stepfather was mean to me. Those fingerprints on his arms, what did you think those were? Marks left from a hug? And he was mean to your little boy when I was at your house, you just didn’t see it. I know what its like to live with a stepfather who treats you like shit. I know what it’s like to have a mother turn a blind eye to his treatment of his stepchild. Trust me when I tell you that little Darwin will not have a happy life if you marry James and just pretend that he’s some great guy when he isn’t.”
Her jaw twitched, and there was a moment where I thought she would buckle. Her shoulders sagged and her eyes lowered. But in a split second that was gone. “This wouldn’t even be a discussion if you’d left Micah alone. Micah is my boy’s real father, but you—”
The door flung open and James stood there, glowering at us. He glared first at me, and then swung his gaze to Fiona. “I need to speak with you. Now.”
God help me, I felt bad for her when she crumbled under his gaze. I grabbed her arms and gave her a light shake. “What, he treats you like shit too? Fiona, you are better than this.”
James grabbed my shoulders and yanked me backward. “You weren’t invited. Get out before I call the police.”
Fiona lifted her chin, whatever weakness I’d seen completely gone. “You heard him, get out, you little whore.”
I backed out of the room, but didn’t shut the door. I didn’t have to; James slammed it behind me.
Moving quickly, I slipped out the back of the barn and headed back toward the sycamore tree. “I tried, Darwin, I tried.” I felt better for having said my piece to Fiona, even if she didn’t listen, even if I was going to have a swollen cheek, at least she knew what I’d seen. And I didn’t doubt that she knew James was a bastard. Her reaction told me that much. That it was her decision to stay with him anyway told me just what was important to her.
When I got back to the tree, I spread my blanket under it, and sat down with my back to the trunk, so I could stare out across the fields. The sun was just starting to set, the colors of the sky shifted from bright blue to a pink that lit the heavens up. I put a hand to my cheek, which was still rather hot and tender to the touch. My mind wouldn’t still, though; despite the serene beauty around me, it was like a tornado inside my head.
Fate, karma, whatever it was that had taken over my life, obviously didn’t want me to be happy, didn’t want the men I loved to be happy. Now I’d known a love like Darwin’s that showed me how to live, made my heart feel as though it would burst out of my chest, a love that even in death hadn’t diminished; and I’d known a love like Micah’s. A love that burned hot, a passion that couldn’t be denied even when we tried, a love that came on fast and hard and wouldn’t untangle itself from me, even though I knew that he had to stay here for little Darwin. That he could be the one place the boy could turn to for safety. How could I stay here with him, be so close to Fiona, so close to where everything had happened between me and Darwin? Or was I just being stupid, and running away before I ever really let myself find out if I was strong enough to take it?
That was it; my heart couldn’t handle any more hurt. I was done. I knew without a doubt that there would be no more men in my life, regardless of how this fell out. I’d had two, two amazing men who taught me about love, taught me to understand my own heart better, to listen to its prompting.
I couldn’t ask for anything more.
I was so zoned out in my own thoughts, I didn’t here the sound of his footsteps, and when he touched my arms, I jerked, whacking my head into the tree trunk.
Micah’s eyes were full of surprise. “What are you doing here?”
I rubbed the back of my head. “I just came to wait out the wedding. Maybe write some miserably bad poetry.” I pointed at the notebook peeking out of my bag. “And I had a talk with Fiona.” I rubbed at my cheek and gave him a small smile.
His eyebrows shot up. “You had a talk … .”
“Yeah. I saw the marks on little Darwin’s arms, and James treated him badly that night we were there for dinner. Not like he was just having a bad day, but bad. Like abusive.”
Micah shook his head. “I have to talk to Fiona; I thought something was going on, but James is careful around me. He knows she’d leave him in an instant—”
“If you were to crook your finger at her,” I finished for him, tried not to feel angry. He wasn’t mine, never had been.
“Brielle, I’m sorry. I’ve made so many mistakes. I don’t want to make another one. But you’re here, when you weren’t supposed to be. I have to think that this moment was meant to be.” He lifted his hand and touched my cheek gently, his callouses rough against my skin. “I need something from you.”
“Anything,” I whispered, knowing it was the truth, feeling the heat grow and spiral up between us, more than just a hint of the fire waiting to explode. He could ask anything of me and I would give it. He had my heart, what was left of it was his. There was nothing left for anyone else.
“You have every reason to hate me, for not telling you about Fiona. For not telling you I had Darwin’s heart, and I understand that.” He paused, took a breath and then said, “Kiss me goodbye, give me that much, a final moment to remember.”
I couldn’t stop the sob that escaped me, and he circled his arms around me, rocked me against his chest. My ear pressed against him, his heartbeat thundering, louder than the noises around us.
“A million times, yes, but not for a goodbye.” I tipped my face up to his.
There was no hesitation in him; he leaned into me, lips crushing against mine. I slid my arms around him as he lowered me to the blanket. His hands worked my shirt up over my head, and his kisses slid down along my neck, kissed my collarbone, worked his way along my shoulders to the tops of my arm.
No words were needed; this was our moment. Our time. Nothing would come between us, not even the past specter of a love I’d never forget. He sat up, and I followed him, on my knees, facing him.
Button by button, I undid his shirt, baring his chest. Lightly dusted with jet black hair that trailed down to the waistband of his jeans, I ran my hands over his pecs, pausing at the scar between them, where the doctors had cracked his sternum and given him Darwin’s heart. I wanted to pause there, to let my hand hover, to see if I could feel Darwin. But this wasn’t the time for that.
I lifted my eyes to his, slid my hands lower and tugged at his belt, working it free. He slid out of his jeans, kicked off his boots and again, lowered me to the blanket. I reached up, grabbed his head and pulled his mouth to mine, hungry for him. Starved for so long from the things my heart wanted, I couldn’t get enough of him, of everything he represented. The feel and taste of his body meshing with mine was a heady drug I was addicted to before ever taking a single sip.
I traced his arms with my hands, then moved to his shoulder, abs and hips, his lean muscles tensing under my fingertips. There was a frantic need, a fear that this wouldn’t last. As much as I wanted him, as good as we were, I was afraid this moment would slip away from me too. Just like everything else good and beautiful in my life.
His hands cupped my breasts, and he dipped his head, stubble rubbing across my nipples, igniting an explosion of desire through my body.
“Micah.” I gasped his name, needing him closer still, needing him with me.
“I’m here. I’ll always be here,” he whispered, his mouth hovering over mine, eyes staring into mine. We paused there, our bodies on hold as our souls met under the sycamore tree, twined about one another, whispered of a love that rarely happened. That was the moment, the one that I knew would always be more intimate than any love making. For the rest of my life, I knew that—no matter what happened the remainder of the night—that moment would forever be burned into my soul. With the whisper of the breeze through the grass around us, the feeling passed. And with it, so went any hesitation between us.
Micah’s mouth was on mine; the frantic need that had coursed through me seemed to have passed to him, the desire we had beyond controlling. The rest of my clothes were all but ripped off my body, and I didn’t hold back, either. I jerked him to me, his body hard and hot, muscles trembling under my fingers as he slid into me, a hard thrust that sent my hips upward, meeting him, our bodies sliding together in a perfect match.
I gripped his shoulders, our mouths tasting, biting at one another fiercely, and I knew one night would never be enough. A lifetime would never be enough of him for me.
Pressure, heady and foreign, built between my legs, each thrust of his body stroking across my center, drawing the electric heat into a pulse that came harder with each move. “Micah, don’t stop,” I whispered into his mouth.
He let out a low, animal growl, his rhythm never faltering as I gasped, the crushing wave of an orgasm breaking through me in wave after wave. He caught my gasps and moans with his mouth, his body shaking as he found his release in time with mine. Slowly, the trembling that held my body in its thrall eased, and Micah smiled down at me, a big grin stretched across his face.
“Don’t suppose you might want to do that again?”
I lifted my hand, touched the side of his face and smiled back. “I’ll bet I can give you the ride of your life.”
Laughing softly, he shook his head. “I’ll take that bet, just so I can see you try. What are we betting?”
Heart thundering with more than love, more than lust, but memories and the rightness of Micah with me, by my side, I whispered, “How about donuts?”
His mouth found mine, and he rolled so that he was on his back, and as he pulled me onto his hips, I straddled him. Already, he was growing hard, and my body ached to feel him deep inside me, driving us both over the edge. To find that peak again that had never before carried me to the heights of pleasure.
“Donuts and sex? Damn, how could I go wrong?” He whispered, but he smiled as he said it.
I swatted him, shifted my weight and took him into me. His eyes widened, and the smile softened, as his hands cupped my ass, urging me on. This time was slower; I kept the pace to an excruciating, languorous speed that had him gasping, begging, moaning my name.
Under the sycamore tree, I finally found peace in one man’s arms, found the love I’d been searching for since Darwin had died. In those moments, I knew what it was to be free. To be happy. To have it all.
The night air was so warm that being curled against Micah, the blanket thrown lazily over our naked bodies, was enough.
His body fit around mine, his breathing gentle against my ear as he drifted off. But I didn’t fall asleep, not right away. I lay there, trying to figure out if there was any guilt in me. I knew that Darwin wouldn’t want me to be alone the rest of my life, I knew that Micah was an amazing man, but to take him from little Darwin … I didn’t have an answer to that anymore than I had when I’d headed out to the sycamore tree.
I had to believe that this time would be different. I smiled to myself, and closed my eyes, curled in tighter to Micah, his arm curving around me and holding me close to him.
Dreaming, I knew it was a dream, but even so … .
Darwin stood there with me, under the sycamore tree. His violet blue eyes were sad, but not angry. “You love him, like you loved me.”
Tears burned my eyes like acid, and my throat tightened until I could barely breathe past the hurt. “I will never love anyone the way I love you. But he’s more than good enough, you know that.”
Darwin’s eyes were sad. “Yes, he’s more than good enough for you. He loves you. But what about Darwin?”
Confused, I reached out to him. “What do you mean?”
“What about my boy? You would leave him with Fiona? Alone without a father who loves him? Brielle, you’re strong enough to wait, strong enough to survive on your own, for a little while. Darwin isn’t. He has no one but Micah to protect him.”
I choked on my tears. “What are you asking me to do?”
Darwin pulled me into his arms, held my head against his shoulder, his voice and touch fading with each word.
“One more time, do the right thing, just one more time. I promise you, it will be okay. We will be together, in the end, and that’s all that matters. Trust me, Brielle. Please, trust me.”
I woke, staring into the grass, my eyes hot with unshed tears. Slipping out from under Micah’s arm draped across my hip, I sat up, my heart pounding out of control. Could I do what Darwin asked of me? Was that what he’d wanted all along, for me to make sure his son was happy?
I covered my face with my hands. Even for Darwin, I wasn’t sure that I could walk away from Micah. Leave my heart behind again, so that someone else could reap the benefits of his love.
A vision of little Darwin, his eyes and soft skin, the dimple resting in one cheek, whispered through my mind. The sight of the bruises on his tiny arms, the way he stretched toward me when he’d been afraid. Could I take away the man he’d call father, and leave him to James? What would I have given to have had a man, a good man, to look out for me instead of Frank? How different would my life have turned out with someone to be my safe place to fall?
Trust me. It will be okay.
Damn Darwin for forcing this on me. Teeth grit against the tears, I slipped my clothes on in the starlit darkness. Micah slept deeply, never moving as I scribbled a note to him, tears splashing onto the page as I wrote.
Micah, I love you as I’ve only ever loved one other person. And because of him, I have to let you go. His boy needs you, more than I do. I believe with all my heart that at some point we’ll be together. But not now; Fiona will marry you, I know she will.
Please trust me, marry Fiona, be the father that Darwin’s son needs.
I tucked the note into his boot, kissed him on the forehead, and pressed my hand over his heart.
“I love you, both of you. Don’t forget me,” I whispered the words, heavy with tears as I choked on anything more I might have said. I was crazy; that was the only answer I had to this. To be following the words of a dream, of a dead man. Yet I couldn’t deny him this last request, not when it was the answer to my turmoil. Though it wasn’t an answer I wanted.
I stepped back, slipped through the long grass, and headed to the road. The fences I climbed clawed at me, yanked at my clothes and skin. Clouds skittered across the sky, covering the meager amount of light I had. Once I hit the road, I ran, ran toward a future with no Darwin, no Micah, with no love to call my own.







20
I MADE IT BACK to Penny’s brother’s place with an hour to spare. Even though I’d essentially told Micah what to do, I still had to see it for myself, to make sure he did what I asked. What Darwin asked. Bolting into the apartment, I startled Penny awake.
“What’s going on?”
“Wedding. I have to see him marry her.”
“What the hell are you talking about?”
“Micah needs to marry Fiona, or little Darwin will have a horrible life. Worse than I had with Frank.”
Her jaw dropped and she sputtered. “Are you a fucking masochist now? You TOLD Micah to marry Fiona?”
I paused in the middle of changing clothes and Penny gasped. “What the hell is that?”
I looked down at the love bites along my collarbone, trailing down between my breasts to my belly. “What do they look like?”
“You slept with him? Oh my god, he can’t marry her!” She was grinning wildly, her hair in complete disarray.
“No, he has to.” I slipped a clean shirt over my head, hiding the bite marks.
“What, why? You aren’t making any sense.”
“Long story, come on.” I grabbed her hand as she hopped into a pair of shorts; we were out of the apartment, headed to the church within minutes. The bus would get us there, just in time. Or at least I hoped it would. I hoped that the wedding was still on. No, that wasn’t true. I hoped that Micah wouldn’t do it, that he wouldn’t see the truth in my note and he would just not do it. But in my heart, I knew what would happen. I’d seen him with little Darwin, had seen the intense love of a father for his son, and I knew he wouldn’t leave the boy to the wolves. He would do what was best for little Darwin, no matter what it cost him.
I clutched my head in my hands, knowing that I was letting a dream control the course of my life for the foreseeable future. What was wrong with me? Had I lost my mind completely? Maybe I would get to the church, yell at them, tell the world that I loved Micah and he couldn’t marry that bitch of a stupid woman. That we would find some way to take little Darwin from her, raise him as our son.
But I knew that was a dream; that was stupid and selfish and more than that, foolish. Fiona loved her son, of that I was sure, and Micah loved little Darwin. What more could the boy need but two parents who loved him fiercely? Micah would do the right thing, because of his love for the boy. He would give up his own happiness for a child who so desperately needed him to stay.
The bus pulled in across the street from the church and I was out the doors and sprinting across the lawn, feeling the memories jerk at my heart. The last time I’d been here, I’d lost Darwin. The last time I’d been here had been my own wedding day.
And now I was willingly letting Micah go, losing him too, in the same place.
Penny couldn’t keep up with me, as I sprinted around the corner of the building and jerked the glass doors open into the foyer, the doors to the chapel proper closed on the ceremony. To the left of the doors was Micah’s truck, parked crooked in the handicap spot as if he’d hurried to get here.
Hurried to marry Fiona.
I ran through the building to the chapel proper where the doors were shut. The pastor was speaking, his words being piped through the building as he thanked everyone for coming out to the wedding. I stumbled to a stop. The wedding was happening. Micah was here; I didn’t need any more evidence.
Micah had read the note, he believed me that it would be okay. And I trusted Darwin that he was telling me the truth, that it wasn’t just some figment of my imagination come to life to soothe the pain in my heart.
Penny stumbled through the doors. “Shit, girl, I never knew you could run like that.”
“Motivation,” I whispered. Torn in two directions, I just stood there, listened to the pastor talk about the importance of love, of marrying only for love. Blah, blah, blah. At the same time, I wanted to run away, far, far away.
I had never wished for anyone’s death before, but I did that day. With all my heart, I wished Fiona would just drop dead.
There was a slam and we both turned to see James kicking over a garbage can, then slammed his fist into the wall.
“Ah, look at the jilted bride,” Penny stage whispered.
James lifted his head, a wicked glare on his face to match a budding black eye. He said nothing, though; just turned his back on us as he stripped out of his suit jacket and threw it on the floor.
Penny tugged at my arm. “We should go, before they all come out here and see us panting and out of breath, hickies all over your neck.”
I put a hand to my neck, feeling Micah’s mouth there. “Yeah, you’re right.”
Penny and I headed out of the church before anyone else saw us. Across the lawn, we walked, making our way to the bus stop across the street. Before the bus showed up, the bridal party poured out of the building, photographers snapping pictures like crazy, people milling about, pointing at Fiona.
“Is she wearing that god awful dress your mother picked out?” Penny half shrieked, and I burst out laughing, though my heart was breaking.
“Yes, yes it is the same damn dress.” Poufy and overdone. It fit Fiona to a tee.
Penny wrapped her arms around me, and I realized I wasn’t laughing. I was crying, sobbing my heart out. This world had been cruel to me, giving me the best two men I could have ever found, only to take them both away in the moment I thought they were mine forever.
“It’ll get better, you’ll find someone else,” she whispered into my hair.
“No, I won’t. But I think that’s okay.” I drew a shuddering breath and let it out slowly. For the first time, the pain, the grief that had consumed me was a distant hurt. Always, Darwin’s death would always haunt me for my part in it. That would never change.
And Micah … .
He stood there, letting them take pictures of him and his new bride, his back stiff. Slowly, ever so slowly, he turned and looked straight at me. I didn’t lower my eyes, just smiled at him, lifted my hand in a wave. He smiled, and even at that distance, I knew it would be sad. Full of what could, and should, have been.
Fiona turned, saw me and glared. I waved at her too. Darwin was right; his boy would need all the help he could get with Fiona as his mother. And now he would have the best father he could have in Micah.
“The bus is going to take forever,” Penny grumbled. “Which means we’ll be staring at the twat waffle in that dress for another hour if we just sit here.”
“You want to walk?” I asked her, standing up.
She stood, hooked her arm through mine. “Yup, walking it is. Let’s blow this popsicle stand.”
We took a few steps and I stopped, needing one more look at what could have been.
Micah stood apart from the crowd, Darwin in his arms. He lifted the boy to the sky, tossed him up and caught him again. The last thought that I could go back, have Micah for myself, was dispelled with the sight of them together.
Turning my back, I gave Penny’s arm a squeeze. “How do you feel about stopping for a donut? I’m hungry.”
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LEXINGTON WAS NO longer my home, but I had a few loose ends to tie up. Yet my heart was so battered and bruised, I didn’t think I could face another emotional scene.
So that night after the wedding, I sat down, paper and envelopes strewn about me. I wrote the letter to my parent’s first, after much back and forth as to how I would pen it.
Dear Celia and Frank,
Yes, I know you disowned me, but someone has to be the adult in this relationship. I’m leaving Lexington, and I’m not planning on coming back. But I will drop you a line when I get where I’m going.
Thank you for letting Nana raise me. She showed me how to be a good person. That was the best decision you ever made for me, I think. And for that alone, I will always be grateful. I hope your business grows, Celia, and Frank, I hope your stocks continue to do well. I couldn’t wish him well, so I didn’t bother to fake it.
Take care of each other. I paused in the letter, my pen wanting to blast them, tell them what shitty parents they’d been. But what would be the point? I was over them, over the part they had in my life.
Next was a letter to Dr. Winston.
Dr. Winston,
I’m leaving Lexington. I’m sorry if this, yet again, leaves you in a lurch looking for an assistant. But if you just need a hand, you can call my friend Penny. She’s a hard worker and she won’t put up with your grumpiness. She might even call you bad names you’ve never heard before.
I don’t know what happened between you and my nana. I know that she believed love was a lost cause, and I wish I could have told her differently. I don’t think you’ll listen to me, but I have to ask.
Whatever happened between you and Micah, please let it go. Now more than ever, he’s going to need you.
Also, please, would you put flowers on my nana’s grave for me, when you have the time? My mom never does, and with me gone, no one will.
I slipped a picture of my nana when she was in her thirties into the envelope. I would probably never know what happened between them, but I could guess. I knew now why Nana was so adamant that chasing after love was heartache in the making. The last two years had showed me just how deep I could sink into grief, all for a love lost.
Leaning back in my chair, I tapped my pen against the final sheet of paper.
Micah,
I love you.
What else was there to say? I let out a slow breath, pen scratching across the page.
I’m leaving Lexington. I think it’s better that way.
I love you, with all the pieces of my broken heart, I love you.
I folded the sheet and slid it inside an envelope stamped with Dr. Winston’s office. Better that I send it there, with c/o Micah Kingsley, then to the farm where I had no doubt Fiona would open it first.
Penny went with me to the post office to drop all the letters off, and then we were off to the bus station. I wasn’t about to hang around here and chance Fiona with Micah. She hugged me tight against her as my bus pulled in. “Bri, are you sure?”
I smiled. “Yes, I’ve got to go. There is too much history here for me. Too many memories, good and bad. I don’t think I can be this close to him and not be with him.”
“You’ll call me, right?”
Laughing, I hugged her again. “I expect you to come visit me. Lots.”
“As soon as I can get away from Dr. Winston.” She gave me a wink. “I bet he won’t be as nice to me as he was to you.”
I grinned at her, touched a hand to her strawberry blonde hair.
“You might even end up having to go to school, become a tech and get a real job.” I glanced over my shoulder at the bus as it filled. “I’d better go.”
Penny frowned, her eyes filling with tears. “You take care of yourself.”
“I will.” I stepped onto the bus, waved at her one last time, and didn’t look back.
For the first time in a long time, I didn’t look back.
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INDIANAPOLIS WAS AS good a place as any, and Victor helped me find a job with a local clinic. He always had been a good guy, and that hadn’t changed in the years we’d been apart.
His wife, Maryanne—a dark-haired and dark-eyed girl—was sweet, and very pregnant. She didn’t seem bothered that I’d called Victor up. In fact, she invited me over for dinner with them a day after I moved there.
I went for dinner, somewhat reluctantly, but my worry was all for nothing. It took all I had not to pee myself laughing the entire night. She had him hopping, barking at him to get this, help her with that. I’d never seen a man so whipped, or so happy to be at someone’s beck and call.
Damn, I really liked Maryanne. And Victor was a better man for being with her; they were a good match.
When I left, she gave me a pat on the shoulder and I leaned in close to whisper. “You make him a better man. I’m so happy for both of you.”
She beamed up at me. “Yes, he needed someone to kick his ass. And it’s a cute ass, so it’s worth kicking.”
Laughing to myself, I went home.
Home was a small apartment, in a somewhat crappy neighborhood. But since I had a piece of junk car, I fit right in and didn’t have to worry about getting my ride stolen.
Fiddling with my keys, I fumbled when my phone whistled at me. A text from Penny that was cryptic at best.
Tomorrow. Bus depot. 8am.
I typed back quickly. What are you talking about? But she didn’t respond. I tried phoning her, but she wouldn’t pick up. I shook my head and let myself into my apartment. What was she up to anyway?
That night, I could barely sleep. Since I’d moved, the nightly dreams of Darwin had disappeared, and I struggled with losing that connection with him. Even as morbid as they’d been in the past, they were something. Tossing and turning, I fell asleep as the sun was just starting to come up and then my alarm was going off.
“Damn you, Penny. I do not want to get up this early.” I shoved my hair under a baseball cap and yanked on my cut-off shorts and a t-shirt that had seen better days.
Driving to the bus depot, I mulled over what Penny had sent me. The thing was, I couldn’t come up with anything. Penny was as broke as me. I snorted to myself, who was I kidding? Penny had less money than I did and I was broke.
I pulled into the parking lot and put the emergency brake on, leaned my head back and closed my eyes. I was so tired, it would be so easy to just sit here and sleep—
A tap on my window snapped my head forward and I twisted, blinking several times at what I was seeing.
Who I was seeing.
“Micah?” I breathed his name and rolled down my window. He crouched beside me, his dark hair rumpled and his aquamarine eyes looking tired.
“Hey, you know you’re a hard lady to track down.” He reached in and touched my chin; I couldn’t help but pull back, my initial shock turning into a sharp stabbing pain. I couldn’t do this, not with Micah too.
“Penny helped you find me?”
“Yes, in trade for using my truck to move her brother out of town. Listen, we need to talk. You took off so fast after last Saturday—”
“I thought that was best considering the circumstances.”
His lips tightened. “Well I didn’t.”
I turned the key in the ignition and put the car into reverse but held my foot on the brake, hesitating to leave even though I knew it was best. “You’re a married man, Micah, and I’m not going down that road again.”
His hands tightened on the edge of my door. “I didn’t marry her. I’m not letting you go that easily, Brielle. I saw you at the church, and I know what you think. And if I’d known you were going to leave, I wouldn’t have put up with the scene there as much as I did.”
My junky little car idled and I struggled to comprehend his words. “But I saw you all come out of the church together. I heard the pastor speaking about love and honoring your spouse.”
“Can we go somewhere to talk about all this?”
I nodded, and Micah walked around to the other side of my car and tapped on the door. I leaned over and opened it up, too stunned to do anything else. He slid into the passenger seat.
The silence was anything but comfortable, so I blurted out the first thing that came to mind. “Why does your uncle hate you so much?”
Micah groaned. “You think this is a better topic?”
I stared straight ahead, refusing to look at him. “It is for me.”
“Fine. My father and Bruce are brothers. My dad is almost twenty years younger—an ‘oops’. Before I was born, my dad broke up a relationship Uncle Bruce had, and it got real ugly. The fight was bad, and I don’t know all the details, those two are still close-lipped about it. It comes down to this. Bruce is not the forgiving kind, you know? And when I was born, he took out his anger on me. Didn’t help that I look just like my dad, and it didn’t help that my dad rubbed it in that my uncle never had kids. It’s just ugly family history.”
“That’s sad,” I whispered, knowing without a doubt that somehow our families had been tangled up long before we’d ever met. How and why, I’d probably never know, but if things had turned out differently, I might have been raised knowing Micah. How different would life have been?
No more words were spoken between us, as I drove to the closest coffee shop, not a mom and pop place, but a franchised set up that was bustling with people.
Micah nodded toward the long line-up. “I’ll get us some coffee; you find a seat for us.”
In a matter of minutes, I was nursing a really, really bad cup of coffee, but it gave me something to focus on. Something to stare at while I gathered my thoughts.
“Did Fiona and James make up, then?” I asked softly, staring at him over the rim of my cup.
He shook his head. “Nope, they didn’t make up. I got there before the wedding, and I took her aside, told her that James was hurting Darwin. She argued with me, tried to get me to marry her.” He shook his head again. “Anyway, I didn’t know it, but James and Darwin were in the room next to us getting ready, and there was a connecting door. We heard a thump and opened the door up. James had his back to us, and was slapping the little guy. Hard. He had knocked him down because he’d made a mess in his diaper.”
I put a hand over my mouth, and my eyes filled with tears. I hurt for little Darwin, and I was horrified that Fiona had let it go on for as long as she had. “What happened?”
“I beat the shit out of him. Fiona called the wedding off, and the pastor decided to give a sermon since he had a captive audience.” He smiled at me, reached across the table and took my hand. “Fiona packed up and left town with Darwin, went to Florida with her parents. Her father, I spoke with him about her, and he agreed that it was best she moved in with them. They plan on filing for joint custody of the little guy.”
His fingers rubbed across my knuckles, and I just stared at our entwined hands. “You mean that she’s gone?”
Micah stood and shifted seats so he was right next to me, then slid an arm over my shoulders, snuggling me tight to his side. “Yeah, the crazy woman is gone.”
“What about Darwin? You can’t tell me you can just let him go.”
“I’ll go visit him. Fiona’s dad is not a stupid man. He’s already spoken to me about Darwin spending time there, on the farm.”
I swallowed hard, emotions constricting my throat. “You’re staying on the farm?”
“They hired me to run the facility full time. I haven’t said yes or no yet, that depends on what happens with you.”
I took a deep breath. Micah wasn’t married to Fiona. Fiona was gone. Little Darwin was going to be okay. And I had kept my promise to Darwin.
We’ll be together.
So why was I hesitating, what was holding me back?
Micah shifted in his seat, so that he could look me in the eye. He put one hand on my chin as if to hold me there. “Brielle, come back with me. I don’t want anyone else in my life. We don’t have to stay on the farm, we can work something out.” He took a breath as if he wasn’t sure if he would continue. “There are things in this life, and this world, that I can’t explain, that make no sense to me, like the events that brought us together, the tragedy and heartache, the pain and loss. From the outside looking in, they just look bad. But they aren’t all bad, because all of those things are what did bring us together. And for that, I will be forever grateful. I will never take you or what we have for granted.”
There, that was the missing piece. I hadn’t been able to find the words, but he had shown them to me. What he’d said, it was the understanding we both had that, as bad as things could be, they had turned out in the end. That old wounds had been healed and new beginnings offered to us both. It was the truth that everything we had between us was finally as it should be.
I put my hand on his thigh and leaned into him so I could rest my head against his chest, could hear his heart—Darwin’s heart—beating strong. I would never stop loving Darwin, but somehow in my heart there’d been room for one more. For another man who rivaled Darwin’s ninety-eight percent. Micah was everything I could ever want, and though I wasn’t sure I’d ever tell him, Micah was my one hundred percent, the man I’d been waiting for all my life.
“I’ll come back, on one condition.”
His arms circled around me and he held me tight. “Name it.”
I looked up into his eyes and circled my arms around his neck. “Never kiss me goodbye again. No more endings, just beginnings.”
He tipped his head and pressed his lips to mine, his mouth warm and soft, his answer in his kiss, and the beat of his heart—Darwin’s heart—under mine.
Beginnings … for the first time in a long time, I was looking forward to what the world had in store for me.
To facing it with Micah at my side, to falling asleep each night with his arms around me, to knowing that I’d finally found everything I’d been searching for.
I closed my eyes, tears pricking at the back of them, as emotions of gratitude and loved swelled through me. Coming home had taken me a long time, and every step along the way had brought me near to my knees. But in the end, every step had been worth it, because every step had brought me here.
To Darwin.
To Micah.
To the men who would show me what love meant.
To my one hundred percent.
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JOGGING TO THE stairs, I put Elise from my mind … something that was easy to do when I got a glimpse at the girl walking up the stairs, a camera slung around her neck. Photographer or tourist? She had long, wavy, dark hair that was causally messy and gave me an instant itch to bury my fingers into it; to see if it was as thick and silky as it looked. Grinning, I thought about Hugh’s suggestion and it suddenly seemed like a very good idea. I slowed my steps so we met on the next landing. I stood between her and the stairs going up, put on my best, crooked grin—the one that had earned me cookies, women and jobs, depending on my age.
“I’m sorry, you can’t go up there; it’s a closed set. I’m afraid I’ll have to escort you back to the lobby.” I pointed to the lower stairs, and then folded my arms across my chest, grinning like a fool. A whiff of perfume curled around me and the smile on my face stretched wider; she smelled like heaven, whispers of flowers and moonlit nights. Shit, I was damn near poetic in my musings.
Her eyes flicked up to mine, surprise crossing her face, but it was me who caught my breath. Her eyes were green, shadowed with a dark ring of black, smoky and full of depth. Those eyes sucked me in with an effortlessness that shot through my body. And although the beauty of her eyes was undeniable, there was something else, a quality I couldn’t put my finger on, a softness that I hadn’t seen since what seemed like a lifetime ago … .
“I have a pass,” she said, her sweetly husky voice coiling around me, lingering on my skin as if she’d touched me with her fingertips. She held up a tag and a camera that hung from her neck. “I have an appointment waiting for me.”
I gave into temptation, stepping closer to her, drinking her in; the curve of her cheek, the sudden hollow in her throat as she took a deep surprised breath. She blushed; she actually blushed! How long had it been since I met someone who wasn’t skilled at playing men? Who hadn’t worked what they’d wanted from the man in question and then left as soon as they could?
This girl was no model, no actress, not because she wasn’t beautiful, but because she was dressed in a t-shirt and cut off shorts with no name brand, and scuffed running shoes that had seen better days. Inwardly, I heaved a sigh of relief. She wouldn’t be after anything I had to offer, no connections for this girl.
She was perfect.
I continued to smile, feeling the tension between us and the pounding of my heart, like I was about to pull off a particularly risky move; knowing by the way her eyes dilated she felt the … whatever it was between us too.
“Excuse me, I don’t want to be late.” She tried to step around me, and I followed her, making sure to keep my distance, but not letting her get away from me. God damn, she was fine. Natural, that’s what it was; she had a natural beauty untouched by surgery, Botox or heavy make-up. She was clean and fresh, something I’d almost forgotten existed.
I wanted to taste her. Without another thought, I lifted my hand to brush along the edge of her jaw, her skin like satin under my fingers. Her eyes widened, dilating further as her mouth pursed and her jaw tightened. Such a mixture of desire and denial in those deep green eyes. The emerald color flashed with irritation, sparkling as if on fire—green fire to burn me all the way to my soul and back, if I let it. I stifled a shiver of anticipation, my muscles tensing, prepping me to move fast. To move in for the killer kiss that would seal the deal, leave her at my mercy.
The way she stood, the tension in her muscles, the spark of fire in her eyes at being touched without permission, all told me she wasn’t like the other girls. Which only made me more certain that I wanted her.
She was exactly what I’d been looking for without even knowing it.
I closed the distance between us, the tension in her body vibrating off her skin. She lifted her chin, eyes snapping with impatience, and put a finger to my chest, poking at me.
“I said excuse me; I meant it. I have a meeting, and I don’t think he will appreciate me being late. He’s a busy man.”
“What kind of meeting?” My lips quirked upward; damn, she had some spunk too. This was looking better and better. “You don’t mean like the kind of meeting that pays you by the hour, do you?” I had no such thoughts, but I couldn’t resist teasing her.
Her mouth dropped open. “I would … never … ugh!”
I held up my hands. “I had to ask. Because if we’re going to continue this relationship I need to make sure that I’m your one and only. I don’t share well, nor do I play well with others.”
She drew herself up, reached out and for a split second I thought she was going to touch my face, maybe even cup my chin for a kiss. Nope, not my Spitfire.
She grabbed my ear, twisted it hard, and punctuated her words with increased pressure and torque. “I will never be your one and only; it’s none of your business why I’m here, now get out of my way.”
I yelped, unable to pull away from her hand and my ear, which she continued to clutch as she dragged and pushed me from my place in front of the stairs.
“What the hell was that?” I griped as she let go and I put a hand over my now throbbing ear.
“That was a move I learned to use on my brother when he was being a pain in my butt.” She snapped over her shoulder as she strode up the stairs, long legs eating up the steps, her pert little ass beckoning me with each sway of her softly rounded hips.
Well, I’ll be damned.
I scrubbed at my ear and let her go; if she was here on some sort of assignment, I would track her down. I stared up the stairs, listening to the woman’s footsteps grow distant. To be fair, I’d have followed her if it wasn’t for Elise waiting at the top for me.
“Spitfire, don’t forget me!” I called up the stairwell.
“Shut up!” She shouted back.
I chuckled to myself. Nope, I wouldn’t be forgetting her anytime soon.
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